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Abstract
Creative: The Garden of Perfect Brightness
Set in 1700s China, at the court of the Qing dynasty, this historical novel focuses on the life of Giuseppe 
Castiglione, a painter recruited by the Jesuits to serve in their Mission in Beijing. As Castiglione 
struggles artistically in an unfamiliar culture, he finds himself drawn to Niuhuru, concubine to a prince 
and mother to a future emperor, who lives in the Yuan Ming Yuan, the Garden of Perfect Brightness, 
a country estate. Told in alternate chapters, the novel follows the relationship between the two and the 
changes made to the Garden. Castiglione is tasked with being the architect who will turn the simple 
country retreat into an imperial wonderland as Niuhuru sees her home turn into a place she no longer 
recognises. 
 
Critical: Playing in the Garden of Perfect Brightness
David Harlan asks why reviewers of historical novels ‘almost never (venture) beyond the most 
obvious questions of factual accuracy.’1 In this thesis I propose that historical fiction can be seen as a 
‘playframe’, an idea transposed from Jackson and Kidd’s work in heritage performance (e.g. setting a 
play about slavery within a museum on the topic)2, where the framework of a historical setting and the 
playful exploration of a fictional element combine to create what author Hannah Kent calls ‘work(s) 
of possibility,’3 resulting in strong audience/reader engagement.
I propose the word playframe as a hybrid concept for a hybrid genre. Using the framework of 
history, the fictional element of the narrative can then be seen as a playful engagement with the past, 
whereby an author pursues their own concept or vision. Rather than exclusively focusing on factual 
accuracy, I suggest that we should also pay attention to what an author has chosen to ‘play’ with, rather 
than potentially dismissing the fictional element as a historically inaccurate intrusion. I have identified 
three types of authors and named them the Ventriloquist, the Mosaic-Maker and the Magician, for their 
different approaches to playing with the past.
1  David Harlan, ‘Historical Fiction and the Future of Academic History’, in Manifestos for History, 
ed. by Keith Jenkins, Sue Morgan and Alun Munslow. (Oxon, Routledge, 2007) p.109
2  Anthony Jackson and Jenny Kidd (eds), Performing Heritage (Manchester: Manchester Univ. Press, 2011)
3  Hannah Kent, How Much Actual History do You Need for a Historical Novel? (20 Sep 
2017) http://lithub.com/author/hannah-kent [accessed 14 Jan 2019]
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Whatever their choice, my argument is the same: in choosing to write or read a novel in this hybrid 
genre rather than, say, a textbook of history, the experience should be one of playful engagement 
and exploration rather than exclusively interrogating for accuracy. ‘The museum does not have all 
the answers. The museum plays a potentially far more important role… it has questions,’ suggests 
Bradburne4. I would argue that the same is true of historical fiction, and that we should value and 
explore the fictional element as well as the historical in this hybrid genre.
4  James M. Bradburne, ‘Museums and the Poverty of Nations’, in Heritage and Museums: Shaping National 
Identity, 2014 Routledge edition, ed. by J.M. FLadmark (Aberdeen, Donhead Publishing, 2000)
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This whole inclosure is called, Yuen-Ming-Yuen (the Garden of Perfect Brightness). There is but 
one Man here; and that is the Emperor. All pleasures are made for him alone. This charming 
place is scarce ever seen by any body but himself, his Women, and his Eunuchs. The Princes, and 
other chief Men of the Country, are rarely admitted any farther than the Audience-Chambers. Of 
all the Europeans that are here, none ever enter’d this Inclosure, except the Clock-makers and 
Painters; whose Employments make it necessary that they should be admitted every where.
 
Letter from Jesuit painter Jean-Denis Attiret. Beijing, Nov 1st, 1743
 
 
 
 
Memory Palace, definition:
1: Originally and chiefly historical, an imaginary building thought of as comprising various 
rooms and areas, each containing mnemonic objects and features that symbolize particular 
ideas, which can be visualized mentally as a systematic method of remembering those ideas.
2: A building, place, or structure that holds or evokes memories.
 
The Oxford English Dictionary
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Early 1700s
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The Crow’s Summons
The eyes of Eve, at the very moment of her greatest sin, offering Adam the apple in her hand, gave 
me pause. I looked down at the designs and shook my head. There was something too knowing about 
her expression. The moment of mankind’s downfall should not contain malevolence, except from 
the snake, already painted yesterday, which watched with glittering wickedness for its plan to come 
to fruition. My pencil moved and now Eve gazed at her mate with a loving innocence. Her hair, long 
and dark, fell to cover part of her naked breast. The Garden of Eden might have been a place without 
shame, but the priests would throw up their hands in horror if I were to deliver them a fresco of a naked 
Adam and Eve.
Around me the church echoed to curses and the loud noises of the fresh plaster being prepared – 
scraping, mixing, water pouring.
“God’s bones! Do you have to make such a din?” I finally bellowed. “I can barely think!”
“Sorry master,” said the foreman. “Won’t happen again.” He cuffed his young assistant round the 
head and there was something approaching a blessed silence for a few minutes until one of the other 
labourers muttered something about the master having a sore head from too much drinking and the 
whole group burst into laughter.
I considered threatening to dock their pay but my head ached enough to persuade me to wait a few 
more minutes until they were done and gone, when silence would be restored and I could work without 
interruption. I nodded to my own assistant, who had prepared my paints for the day and dismissed 
him with a wave. He would return at midday with my lunch, for once the fresh plaster was up I was 
working against Old Father Time himself to paint what I could of the fresco, which was very large. 
The quicker the work could be done, the better. Telltale marks indicated where one day’s work ended 
and another began, which offended my eye even after blending the paints between the two areas as 
much as possible.
“All done, master,” said the foreman. “Smooth as you like.”
I did not inspect his work. Vannozzo’s plastering was without equal, he was in demand all over 
Milan by artists painting frescos. I was lucky to have secured his services early in the morning, allowing 
me a longer working day before the plaster set and I could no longer paint on it.
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“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said.
“As God is my witness, master.” He waved goodbye and took his labourers and noise with him.
 
Time passed and my headache began to subside. The quiet around me, the focus on my work, these 
things calmed me. Fresco work made some painters anxious, for there was no room for error: when 
the paint touched the wet plaster the brushstrokes must be accurate. Oil on canvas could be layered 
and then layered again to cover any mistakes or create desired changes. The only way to undo fresco 
work was with a chisel. But I loved its delicacy, its speed as well as the need for certainty and found 
a sense of calm in the work.
The quiet of the church was broken by quick steps, followed by a lingering pause, which irritated 
me, for it meant that someone was hovering behind my back without having the courtesy to introduce 
themselves. I have never cared to be overlooked whilst painting, much less by a stranger. I spoke 
without turning.
“Who’s there?”
Further quick steps brought a man before me. His tall black hat and long dark robes, combined 
with an inquisitive air, made me think of the loitering crows near my family’s home. I half expected 
the Jesuit’s voice to emerge as a caw.
He made an inelegant bow and having introduced himself in a thick Milanese accent he paused, 
as though waiting for my own name, although surely he knew who I was, having sought me out in my 
place of work.
“Giuseppe Castiglione,” I said at last. “Son of Pietro Castiglione.”
He nodded but seemed uncertain of his mission, gesturing awkwardly at the fresco as though to 
buy time. “May I?” he asked.
I waved him towards it without pointing out that as he had hovered behind me for a lengthy period 
he must surely have seen the image already.
He fluttered closer to it and stood regarding the image. On the wall, as though seeing through an 
open door, was a glimpse of the Garden of Eden, with Adam and Eve standing beneath the Tree of 
Knowledge, their hands touching as the fateful apple passed from one to the other. The use of a forced 
perspective meant that the image would appear real, as though one might step through the door and 
into the Garden, to warn against evil or perhaps to partake in it.
The crow held out his hand and let his fingertips brush against the cold surface of the wall. “A 
13
remarkable illusion,” he said.
“It is called trompe l’oeil,” I said.
“To deceive the eye,” he said, nodding. “I have seen it done before but not, sir, as well as it has 
been done here.”
I waited. If the crow was intent on flattering me then it was likely he wanted something from me. 
Whatever he wanted, he needed to hurry up and make his request. The plaster was drying even as 
we spoke.
“Do you enjoy your work?” he asked at last.
I nodded but this did not satisfy him.
“The subject matter?” he pressed. “Images of a religious nature?”
I nodded again. Much of my work was of a religious nature, for the Church paid handsomely and 
there was scope for the imagination.
“Are you inclined towards the Church yourself?” he asked.
I shook my head. He seemed disappointed. “My brother Giovanni is a priest,” I offered, as though 
this might console him.
He brightened at once. “Indeed?” he asked. “And would you consider a similar path yourself – but 
one where your talents as a painter might be put to service for a higher purpose?”
I frowned. “A painter-priest?”
Now he was all smiles. “Exactly!”
“I am already a painter. Why would I have need to become a priest?”
The crow smiled at my confusion. “May we talk?” he asked.
I had thought we already were, but I allowed him to draw me to one side, to a pew at the back of 
the church where we both sat, turned awkwardly towards one another. I looked at him, waiting for him 
to speak, while thinking of my fast-drying plasterwork.
“The Jesuit Brotherhood has a Mission in China,” he began. “We wish to convert as many souls as 
we may there, that they may know the love of God. But in order to do so, we hope first and foremost 
to engage with the Emperor of China, that he may allow our work to continue there, but also perhaps 
hear the word of our Lord for himself.”
“I know of your work there, of course,” I said. “The ideas of one of your missionaries, Matteo 
Ricci, God rest his soul, have been of interest to me. He had a notion that I myself have used to great 
effect, the creation of a ‘memory palace’, a building created and held within one’s own imagination, 
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in whose rooms one can store memories such that they can be easily retrieved.” I began to speak 
in more detail of this with enthusiasm, noting that for a painter, such a technique was of particular 
interest, allowing one to store details which might seem trivial to others but which gave paintings true 
verisimilitude – the broken twig, a particular pose or colour, the ways in which water moves when 
touched by the breeze and more. I would have gone on but the crow only nodded and smiled.
“Indeed, indeed,” he said. “It is through such talents that we hope to make our mark with the 
Emperor. We have taken him gifts of telescopes and other marvels of our own world and he has been 
much pleased with them. But his greatest interest is reserved for the men of skill that we have brought 
to China to serve him. Botanists, clockmakers, astronomers, mathematicians and architects. They have 
been chosen to serve him personally and through seeing their talents serve his needs he has in turn 
shown much graciousness towards our mission.”
“Has he converted?” I asked.
The crow shook his head sadly. “Not yet,” he said. “But we hope that he may still do so, despite his 
advancing age – indeed, many men convert as they grow older and come to think of their own demise.”
“Who is this emperor?” I asked.
“The Kangxi Emperor has ruled for over forty years, since he was a young child. He is now 
approaching fifty years old. He has brought about stability and wealth for his country, but he is also a 
great lover of new ideas.” He paused, as though thinking how best to frame his next words. “He has 
requested a new painter,” he said at last. “Our Mission had previously supplied him with such a man, 
by the name of Gherardini, from Bologna. He arrived in China more than ten years ago, in the year of 
our Lord sixteen ninety-nine and served the Kangxi Emperor well enough, but he could not accept the 
missionary lifestyle and left the Mission of Beijing against the will of the Brothers there. Before him, 
there was a painter by the name of Fiori, who also tired of the life there and returned home to his native 
city. At present, therefore, we are without a painter.” He looked at me expectantly.
“You wish me to go to China as court painter to the Emperor?” I asked, my voice betraying my 
excitement. Already I was imagining the long sea voyage, the arrival in a foreign land, the many 
new sights I would see, the service (highly praised and rewarded, of course) to an Emperor, no less. I 
laughed out loud, all irritation with the crow suddenly gone. “Well, I believe I am your man – it will 
be a great adventure and a fine story to tell my friends and family on my return!”
The crow gave a half smile at my newly found enthusiasm but was already shaking his head. “I 
have not made myself clear,” he said. “Fiori and Gherardini were not Jesuits and therefore they were 
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free to leave our Mission, but their leaving was not looked upon kindly by the Emperor. It has therefore 
been decided that the next painter we send to China must be a Jesuit, so that he will be obliged to 
follow the directives of our Order. The painter whom we choose must undertake to remain in China 
and to serve the Emperor and his descendants for the term of his natural life. The man we choose must 
take the vows of our Brotherhood: Poverty, Chastity and Obedience, within two years of reaching 
Beijing. He will go to China and never return.”
 
We talked a while longer, that I might know what would be required of me. Behind us, the plaster 
dried. I did not care. A voyage by sea, not without danger, of over a year, followed by a further shorter 
journey across China to reach the Emperor’s capital, Beijing. Unquestioning service to be rendered 
to the Emperor and any future successors. Painting commissions to be carried out according to his 
orders and taste. Above all, that once committed to this mission I would never again see Milan, nor my 
friends and family. When he left I sat before the fresco on which I should have been working, my eyes 
unseeing, my hands still and tools untouched, my heart beating fast. At last, an outlet for my ambition! 
Adventure, new sights to capture, a whole new world opening up before me. In my naivety, the price 
to pay seemed low enough. The company of women? Well, I had met a few who had charmed me, 
in their own way, but they could not, must not, stand in the way of my career as a great painter – for 
such I wished to become – and so I might as well forswear their companionship. Some of my friends 
told great tales of love, but I had yet to experience such devotion as they described and indeed, rather 
suspected them of exaggerating for effect. I would be clothed and fed and housed, whatever vows of 
poverty might be made. Above all, shining above all, was the promise of an imperial patron, something 
to which I aspired but had thought would take me many years to achieve. For me, there was no 
decision to be made. My assistant brought me food, which I did not eat. I dismissed him for the rest 
of the day, much to his amazement, then left the church without finishing my work. Vannozzo would 
curse all the saints tomorrow when he had to chip away the plaster I had left to dry unpainted. I could 
not wait to tell my family and friends about the adventure before me.
 
My mother Anna Maria was aghast when I told her my plan. She wept. “I will never see you again! I 
have already given a son to the Church. Why is this sacrifice demanded of me? I will never see my son 
again, never have grandchildren.”
My father patted her awkwardly on the back. He did not like crying women, they made him ill at 
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ease. “I am sure Giuseppe will make our family proud,” he said, with excessive cheerfulness. “There 
is no higher position for a painter than to have a monarch as his patron. Our son’s talent is already 
reaping rewards.”
I nodded, smiling. This was a position I had dreamt of. Most painters would have to become 
better known, older, with a studio of their own, before being summoned to receive royal or imperial 
patronage. I was about to make the leap while barely out of my apprenticeship. I made my excuses 
and left my mother to weep while I made my way to the local tavern. My friends, at least, would 
be impressed.
“No women?” Antonio cried. “None at all? Your dick will fall off through lack of use!” He leaned 
against me, simpering like a girl, tugging at the corner of his eyes to make them seem Oriental. “And 
what if you were to meet a Chinese beauty such as myself, young sir? Would your heart not melt? 
Would your rod not stiffen, eh? Eh?”
The others roared with laughter.
I shoved him away. “You have no ambition, Antonio,” I told him. “You only think with your dick. 
Imagine being painter to an Emperor! You’ll be lucky if you ever attend a court, let alone be attached 
to one.”
“The Emperor of China can go hang,” said Antonio. “Give me a pretty girl any day.”
“Then that’s all you’ll get,” I told him. “Whereas I shall be a renowned painter. My work will be 
admired across the world while you spend the rest of your life painting portraits for merchants.”
Antonio shook his head and waved for another jug of wine. “So proud,” he said. “So full of 
yourself. Always certain you are destined for great things.”
“I am,” I told him. And I believed it.
 
My master Filippo bid me a kind farewell. “I am sure I will hear your name again,” he said. “You have 
been an apt pupil and your talent is real. In particular your skill in depicting textures and of course the 
trompe l’oeil works for which you have been justly praised. I shall miss watching you develop further.”
I raised my chin. “I will honour your name,” I assured him.
He nodded. “A word of advice.”
I sighed a little to myself. I was growing somewhat weary of advice and warnings, from opinions 
on the vow of chastity to my mother’s endless weeping. I knew my own mind and considered it made 
up. “Master?”
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“You may find their painting methods very different. And perhaps worth learning from?”
I nodded politely, although I doubted his point. If they were happy enough with their own painting 
skills, why call on mine? Surely because they wished to learn from a more advanced style? I was 
certain that I had much to teach them. Now I can only smile at the thought of my master’s advice and 
Antonio’s warnings. I should have heeded them both. And bid my mother a gentler farewell, poor 
woman. It is hard to see a son come into his own and then leave your side for greater things, as I now 
know for myself.
Perhaps it was only on bidding my grandmother Maddalena farewell that I faltered. She did not 
weep, even though she was very old and knew full well she would never see me again. She only laid 
her hand on my head and blessed me, her kindly smile never wavering. I held her warm soft hand in 
mine and had to briefly bow my head to her, less out of the respect I owed her than from a young man’s 
pride in hiding the sudden shining in his eyes that might suggest a weakness of resolve. Then I left her, 
walking through her sweet-smelling garden, the place where my brother and I had played together as 
children, my head held a little too high, hoping that pride would conquer sadness.
 
If I had thought that I would leave for China at once, I was sorely mistaken. First, I had to spend a 
great deal of time with the Brothers in the city of Genoa, to be educated in their ways. I, who had never 
been called to the church as my brother had, was now obliged to hear Mass a great many more times 
in a month than I had thought possible, to listen with a solemn face to holy readings and be lectured on 
my future obligations as a Brother. I was given the task of completing a series of religious paintings 
on the walls of the Jesuit refectory there, perhaps in part to further demonstrate my talents. I painted 
Tobias and the Angel, Abraham and Sarah as well as other works, each meant to provide instruction 
and a point of contemplation and reflection for the Brothers as they dined. These works done to their 
satisfaction, I took my initial vows, admitting me as a lay brother to the Order, although my binding 
vows of poverty, obedience and chastity would not be made until I had been with the Brothers a couple 
of years, to prove my worth.
“Better make the most of not having taken them yet, then,” suggested Antonio, visiting me in Genoa. 
He remained staunchly appalled at my choice and made it his business to point out every good-looking 
woman who came within sight, reminding me that I would be forswearing their company forever.
“I had better do no such thing,” I retorted. “I am to travel to Portugal to await a ship and while I am 
there I have not one but two commissions. I am to paint frescos for a chapel there but I will also paint 
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portraits of the Queen of Portugal’s children. So you see, I am already painting royalty, while you are 
painting nothing but the fat wives of merchants.”
“I like something to hold on to, myself,” laughed Antonio. “The wives of merchants show a great 
deal of interest in the man painting their portrait.”
“And you show too much interest in them,” I said. “You’ll get yourself punched in the face one of 
these days, or worse.” But I was sorry to bid him farewell, he was a rogue but I had known him since 
childhood and the thought of never again hearing his raucous laugh saddened me.
 
And so I left for Coimbra in Portugal, excited and ambitious, only to find that the tides and the Queen 
of Portugal alike were capricious. One ship and then another was promised and then postponed, while 
I painted her noble wailing babes and unruly brats, and when at last ships were ready the Queen 
pronounced herself so happy with my work that she commanded I must miss more than one sailing 
in order to wait for her new pregnancy to be complete, so that I might paint the portrait of yet another 
royal offspring. Meanwhile I struggled to learn Mandarin with nothing but Portuguese echoing in my 
ears, puzzling over meaningless symbols, not the simple two dozen of our own but the many thousands 
I had been told I must acquire to read even the simplest of texts. Speaking it was worse, for every sound 
was to be pronounced up or down, flat or high, in a way that drove me to distraction. More than once I 
doubted the choice I had made and yet when I saw one ship and then another leave the shores, bound 
for adventure and glory, I chafed at being left behind. I wrote repeatedly to the Father General of the 
Jesuits in Rome, reminding him of my great desire to begin my service in China as soon as possible.
My hopes rose of an imminent departure when I was joined by two new recruits to the Order. A 
Brother Costa, by profession a surgeon, arrived from Naples, his medical skills needed in Beijing. 
He was a taciturn man, not much given to idle chatter but apparently highly skilled in his profession. 
Another painter, Biondecci, this time from Rome, younger by ten years than myself, was to join me as 
an assistant. I went to meet Biondecci and was startled to find a young woman, scarcely more than a 
girl, whose thrown-back hood revealed an unusual mass of thick blonde hair, suited to her name.
“Biondecci?” I asked, disbelieving.
“The same,” she said. “Laura.”
“Giuseppe,” I said.
Her expression lightened. “Ah, you are my new painting master. I am pleased to meet you.”
I gestured to her to follow me and gave a small coin to a man to carry her trunk. “I did not expect a 
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woman,” I told her. “The journey will be arduous and once we enter the Emperor’s employ we cannot 
leave again unless he or the Mission dismiss us.”
“I know,” she said. “I have dreamed of China since I was a child. My father had maps in his study 
and I would pore over them. After he and my mother died, I joined the Order as an apprentice painter. 
I have begged to serve in China for years and when I heard that there was a painter leaving I asked to 
be made your apprentice.”
I could not but have doubts about the prudence of sending a woman, especially one so young, 
on such a long voyage to a distant land, surrounded by men. One might suppose the Brothers would 
protect her, of course, but there would be sailors about, possibly pirates, during the voyage and once 
we reached our destination, who knew how the local men might treat a foreign woman?
Still, Laura had talent, this I quickly ascertained from examples of her work and she had applied 
herself diligently to learning Mandarin. It having been decided that being a woman she would not have 
need to read or write the language, she had worked the harder on her speech and put my own efforts to 
shame, the odd tones seeming to come to her more easily. Thus our last days before boarding the ship 
were spent together attempting to speak only in Mandarin, something that reduced our conversation 
to the level of small children and gave us occasion to laugh at our efforts. Brother Costa only shook 
his head at us and practiced his writing of the symbols, his surgeon’s exactness perhaps standing him 
in good stead.
 
Enough. My time in Portugal seemed endless to a young man and the heaving boards of the ship, Our 
Lady of Hope, thrilled me to my very core.
My memories of that voyage, long as it was, are not unpleasant. For all the wild tales the sailors 
told us, boasting of encounters with savages and pirates, we travelled peacefully to Madeira and on to 
Cape Verde before making brief stops in Senegal and the Gambia.
“Stay close to me,” I warned Laura, after our first disembarking on the tiny island of Gorée, just 
off the Western coast of Africa. Her golden hair drew more attention than was desirable, the local 
people even approaching her quite boldly to touch it, rubbing it between their dark fingers as though 
to ascertain its quality, like goods in a marketplace. “Be off with you,” I added, to one woman. “Do 
not touch her.”
The woman smiled without letting go.
“They are friendly enough,” said Laura peaceably. “I am sure they mean well. They cannot have 
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seen many women with hair this colour.”
“They should show a little respect,” I said, gesturing to the woman to move away, which she did, 
reluctantly, only for a man to take her place. “I shall have to carry a stick with me next time we come 
ashore,” I said, exasperated, “or leave you on board until we reach China.”
“Why, are the women of China blonde too?” Laura asked, laughing. “We must grow used to being 
objects of curiosity on our travels, Giuseppe.”
 
We saw much that still remains in my mind. The dark shape of whales, rising up through the depths, 
the fish that leapt from the water as though they might sprout wings and fly. By night the stars seemed 
brighter than we had ever seen them before and although the heat made us long to swim, we were 
advised not to by the older sailors, who swore that more than one of their comrades had been dragged 
down by the sharks whose fins we glimpsed from time to time. The sailors claimed that the creatures 
were ever hungry for human flesh. We were lucky to brave only one bad storm, in which Brother 
Costa’s skills were called on to save the life of a man struck by a falling broken mast and many 
Brothers of the Mission were kept busy hearing the confessions of those with troubled minds who 
believed they might be about to meet their Maker. By the time we reached the Portuguese colony of 
Goa many of us on board were suffering the swollen legs and peeling gums of scurvy, having run out 
of the oranges we had previously taken on board. We were glad to eat fresh fruits and vegetables again, 
albeit they were strange in taste and form to us, and the whole company soon recovered. Altogether, 
we were at sea for almost a year by the time we knelt in gratitude to sing Te Deum when the shores of 
Macau were sighted and we knew that our journey was almost over.
 
Once disembarked we heard Mass in a tiny plaster chapel decorated with a red and blue glaze much 
favoured by the locals. My legs still felt strange on land and I felt as though I staggered. About us was 
all the usual noise of the docks. I had thought of course to hear Mandarin spoken, but the locals mainly 
spoke either a mangled sort of Portuguese or Cantonese, neither of which we understood and so we 
were entirely reliant on the Brothers to translate for us. It seemed strange to see Portuguese custard 
tarts for sale at street stands and we were served a dish named Portuguese Chicken which bore no 
resemblance whatsoever to food from Portugal, being served with a yellow curried sauce. But it was 
a great relief to stand once more on the firm earth and know that from now on we were done with our 
sea journey and all its privations.
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As we made our way round the local streets in an attempt to get our bearings we were surprised to 
see small piles of food left by the sides of the road, often with sticks of incense burning before them.
“It is the Hungry Ghost festival,” a Brother informed us. “The local people believe their ancestors 
return to visit the land of the living and must be fed. Ancestral veneration is of great importance here.”
We were soon settled in the local Mission, there to be instructed by senior Brothers on the 
behaviours we must learn in order to be accepted into this new land and in particular its court. Our 
spoken Mandarin was pronounced atrocious and a local convert to the faith was appointed to give us 
daily instruction. Certainly hearing the language spoken by a native made it easier to improve our 
own efforts.
I was given long black robes to wear, with oddly baggy silken trousers underneath. I was told 
this was what the Chinese scholars wore and that the Jesuits had thought it prudent to wear the 
same, to indicate our standing as men of intellect and skill. The robes felt odd, my legs unprotected 
beneath rippling folds of silk more befitting to a woman. Besides, there seemed little difference, to my 
untrained eye, between the men and the women’s clothes here: all of us wore these long robes, from 
simple cotton for the maids to highly decorated silk. All were shapeless. Gone were the half-glimpsed 
cleavages of women, their tight waists pulled tighter still by unseen corsets and their billowing skirts. 
Gone were the well-turned calves of men in their stockings below form-fitting britches and waistcoats, 
jackets cut tight to show off the width of manly chests. I found myself tugging at the robes or irritably 
rolling my shoulders in them, trying to become accustomed to the feel of them. The black hat I was 
given was also odd, round but rising to a square, with two long strips of cloth which hung past my ears 
and which I found myself pushing back when they dangled at the edges of my sight. Laura laughed at 
me when she saw me and I in turn told her that her blonde hair looked most odd pinned up on a thin 
black lacquered wooden board.
“You should have them lacquer you a board in yellow, it would suit your hair better,” I told her. “I 
am certain the black is supposed to be hidden by your hair being the same colour.”
She shrugged. “I am not bothered about my hair,” she said. “Look at my shoes.”
They were odd, certainly, for while the tops were made of a pretty enough embroidered silk, below 
the sole was a high wooden block, lifting Laura’s short frame to a loftier height, something like the 
wooden pattens a woman might have worn at home to keep her good shoes out of the mud, though 
these were higher and Laura stumbled more than once while she grew accustomed to them.
We were shown how to behave in the presence of the Emperor. We were to stand with feet together 
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and hands at our side, this being a modest and respectful pose, before, at a given signal, kneeling and 
prostrating ourselves, our heads to touch the floor three times. We were then to rise and repeat the 
whole salutation a further two times, our foreheads to touch the floor nine times in all. This, we were 
informed, was correct on our first meeting and at any further great occasions such as New Year or 
the Emperor’s birthday. Once would be sufficient on less formal occasions. It proved a difficult act to 
perform with any grace, although Laura seemed to manage it better than Brother Costa and myself.
Brother Costa was warned against practicing medicine on the Emperor himself, for there had been 
tales of local physicians who had attempted to cure the Emperor of some minor malady and having 
failed had been lashed and then jailed in heavy chains. They had been released only on condition 
of treating another member of the imperial family and on doing so successfully had still borne the 
shame of being obliged to wear a small chain and clasp about their necks for the rest of their lives, as 
a warning and reminder of what might befall them.
We were also given some guidance as to the Mission’s reputation at court.
“There have been difficulties,” admitted our instructor, an elderly Father. “There has been 
controversy over the permitted religious rites.”
Laura and I raised our eyebrows, while Brother Costa nodded. Clearly he had already heard word 
of this.
“To better encourage our Chinese converts to adopt our religion we have allowed them to include 
ancestor worship as part of the Christian rites. Ancestral worship is of great importance to the Chinese, 
it would be very difficult to persuade them to convert were this forbidden. And of course it is entirely 
appropriate to show respect towards one’s ancestors. And our leniency in this matter encouraged the 
Kangxi Emperor to allow us great freedom in preaching the Word. He issued an edict many years ago 
protecting both our Mission and our churches throughout the empire.” The Father sighed. “However 
His Holiness Pope Clement the Eleventh has, in his infinite wisdom, just issued a Papal Bull disallowing 
ancestral worship, which he views as irreligious since it might be seen as making icons or indeed 
venerating ancestors as divinities, which of course cannot be allowed.”
“And does the Emperor accept this ruling?” I asked, already feeling that I knew the answer.
“He does not. It has irritated him beyond all measure. We have just received word here of his 
response.” He took out a folded paper written in a rich red ink, which I was later to find out was a 
colour reserved exclusively for writings by the Emperor himself. Peering closely at it, he read out: 
“‘Reading this proclamation, I have concluded that the Westerners are petty indeed. It is impossible 
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to reason with them because they do not understand larger issues as we understand them in China. 
There is not a single Westerner versed in Chinese works, and their remarks are often incredible and 
ridiculous. To judge from this proclamation, their religion is no different from other small, bigoted 
sects of Buddhism or Taoism. I have never seen a document which contains so much nonsense. From 
now on, Westerners should not be allowed to preach in China, to avoid further trouble.’”
“Does His Holiness not understand that the Mission would be damaged by this ruling?” asked Laura.
“We cannot question His Holiness’s ruling,” said the Father, although his tone lacked much reproof. 
“It is, however, all the more important that your work and service to the Emperor be most excellent, to 
perhaps soften his feelings in this matter.”
“We are still waiting to be summoned to court,” pointed out Laura.
But word of our arrival had travelled swiftly, even at such a great distance. A summons soon 
reached us that the Emperor Kangxi was impatiently awaiting us at court. Our education would have 
to be continued in Beijing. Laura’s eyes shone when she spoke of the Grand Canal on which part of 
our journey would be made, though I knew little of it and had grown weary of travel.
“I will be glad when we arrive,” I told her. “For then my work can truly begin.”
“Our work,” she reminded me.
“You are my apprentice,” I said, perhaps a little arrogantly. “The Emperor has requested my service 
and I am anxious to begin.”
“You are only anxious to be praised,” said Laura, a little mischievously. She should have been 
more respectful to her master, of course, but she was very young and we had struck up something of a 
friendship, given the long voyage.
“And I will be,” I said with certainty. “I will be.”
 
I had thought to see something of the country as we passed through it, to have the leisure to accustom 
ourselves to the look of it, the buildings, the inhabitants and their way of life. Instead we found 
ourselves seated within a carrying litter, cramped and in half-darkness, day after day. I said that I 
was well able to ride a horse and indeed would prefer to do so, but was told in no uncertain terms 
that this would not be fitting and that we would travel as had been arranged. Brother Costa suffered 
from nausea at the constant motion of our litter and Laura and I grew ill-tempered with one another, 
confined as we were to close company with little to vary the monotony of our daily travels. By night 
we would stop at inns. They were poor places often riddled with various small creatures in our beds, 
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which disturbed our sleep. I was also concerned for Laura’s safety. I bid her to keep her door closed 
and to push some item of furniture against it, if possible.
When we finally reached the Grand Canal we caught but a glimpse of the quayside before we 
were ushered into the boats in which we would continue our journey. Laura’s disappointment in 
finding that there was no way of looking out of the boats brought on a fit of weeping, which I could 
not condemn, for I was as frustrated as she at our shuttered journey. Brother Costa seemed more 
phlegmatic about our confinement, but then he was not a painter like Laura and me, yearning for some 
form of visual simulation.
“The Emperor himself is never seen by the common people,” said one of the accompanying guards, 
when we complained.
“How can he not be seen? Does he never leave the Forbidden City?”
“Oh certainly. But screens of bamboo and cloth are erected on either side of the road, so that he 
may not be seen.”
“How absurd,” I muttered to Laura and Brother Costa.
Laura passed the time by making small sketches and I passed comments on her work, correcting 
her shading or encouraging her to improve her technique in certain respects regarding movement 
and texture.
“Think of a bird,” I suggested. “How it flaps to the ground, not the slow swoop of its wings when 
it soars high up in the sky but the last moments before it lands, the tremble of its wings, the delicacy 
of each feather.”
She obliged and I nodded when she drew for me a tiny sparrow, its wingtips aflutter as it sought 
out a fallen crumb.
 
The black crow-robed figure of the Jesuit still perches on the high outer wall of my memory palace, 
cawing to me daily when I pass his post, his call always the same. “China! China!”
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Hundreds of Butterflies
It’s hot and sticky. My robe feels heavy. I try to loosen the collar a little to let some air reach my skin, 
but there is no air. Just more heat. I’ve never worn this robe before. It is my mother’s best, the finest in 
our house and the only thing appropriate for today. It’s too short on me, although it lies baggily on my 
still-flat chest. My mother tutted over the fit and scolded me for being a beanpole. I shift my weight 
from one foot to the other. The girl on my left has stood perfectly still for over two hours. In fairness, 
she’s balancing on the tiny curved blocks that support cloud-climbing shoes, so perhaps shifting her 
weight back and forth is not a good idea or she might overbalance and end up falling on her backside. 
I’m grateful I have nothing so elegant to wear, for at least in my simpler cloth shoes I can rest one foot 
at a time. The only sign that the girl is even alive is the damp cobblestone at her feet, wetted one tear 
at a time from her expressionless face. I don’t know why she’s crying. Half the girls here are crying. 
There could be any number of reasons.
 
Before the eunuch guards and officials arrived to bring us to the Inner Court of the Forbidden City 
we were allowed to mill about while we waited. At least two of the girls were already weeping and 
wringing their hands because they were in love and wished to marry their sweethearts. They were 
afraid of being chosen to marry the Emperor or one of his sons and never seeing their beloveds again.
One older girl was unhelpfully passing on gossip she’d heard. She claimed one of her aunts was 
a lady-in-waiting in the Palace and that a distant cousin served one of the princes in his palace in 
Beijing. More and more girls gathered about her, their heads bent close to hers. I joined them.
“… there’s the Crown Prince, my aunt said he chooses very young concubines, even ones who 
aren’t yet of marriageable age… she’s heard crying from his palace and seen bruises…”
Some of the girls whimpered and I turned away. I didn’t want to be frightened by some busybody’s 
gossip. I turned to the nearest girl, whose eyelids were puffy from crying.
“I’m Niuhuru.”
The girl nodded and tried to wipe her eyes. “My father says he’ll beat me if I’m not chosen,” she 
confided. “He says girls have been chosen for imperial marriage from our family for generations and 
I’ll bring dishonour to our family name if I’m not. Will you get in trouble if you’re not chosen?”
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I shook my head. “No-one’s expecting me to be chosen,” I said. “We’re not very important. And 
anyway,” I added, “my mother said I’m too tall and clumsy and I’ve got funny-coloured eyes.”
“Lucky you,” sniffed the girl. I wanted to tell her that if she made herself ugly by sobbing she was 
even less likely to be chosen, but thought that the idea would probably only make her cry more, so I 
stayed quiet.
 
Now I try not to let my lips move and keep my eyes straight ahead. “How much longer do you think 
we’ll be here?” I whisper to the girl.
“Silence!” yells the eunuch who’s watching over us. Curse him, he has better hearing than a cat. 
I could barely hear my own voice when I spoke. I roll my eyes and he glares at me. I don’t care. I’m 
not that keen to be chosen, so if he dislikes me, so much the better. Perhaps he’ll tell the more senior 
eunuch I’m not suitable and then I’ll be free to go home. I yawn and don’t bother to hide it. They have 
over two hundred of us standing here, they’re not short of girls to choose from.
There’s a small commotion somewhere in the courtyard as a girl faints. When the first one went 
down everyone stared, now we only glance at the girl as she’s carried out, to be revived or maybe just 
sent home, who knows. Perhaps I could pretend to faint? I consider it but the cobbles under our feet 
are hard and I am fairly sure that my ungainly height and rough hands, my too-short robe and oddly 
pale-grey eyes will rule me out as a concubine anyway, so it’s just a matter of waiting some more 
before I’m dismissed. Who’d want to live here, with this endless formality? I’d rather stay in Chengde 
and marry someone local one day, stay close to my family and familiar surroundings.
I glance at the girl to my right. She, too, is perfectly poised, with a superior lift to her chin, which is 
meant to let the rest of us know that she comes from a high-ranking family, that she has been born and 
bred for this moment, that she will settle for nothing less than becoming a concubine to the Emperor 
himself, no matter how old he is now. Not for her the lesser status of marriage to one of the sixteen 
grown princes, each of them a possible heir to the throne. The odds are stacked against any woman 
foolish enough to believe she’d be chosen by the right prince and become consort to a future, younger 
Emperor. Better pin your hopes on the old Emperor now than end up married to some nobody of a 
prince, living in a house no better than the one you came from, the only difference being the addition 
of more rules and protocols to your life.
 
I shift my feet again but now there are footsteps coming and suddenly every girl stands a little straighter. 
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A whole crowd of eunuchs, officials, guards… and amongst them, the Emperor. I catch a quick glimpse 
of an old but upright man, a skinny frame bulked out with magnificent yellow robes before we all sink 
to our knees and I’m face down on the cobbles.
There’s a lot of noise as everyone arranges themselves. I can’t see anything except the cobbles, 
which are cold against my forehead. Slowly I twist my neck so that my left cheek lies against the hard 
stone and look up as far as I can. I can see yellow boots, surrounded by many other feet. I can see some 
of the girls. Now we can only wait.
We are not required to stand. The selection for the Emperor has clearly already taken place long 
before this moment. Girls are named, they raise their faces, there is perhaps – since we can hardly see 
anything – a nod from the Emperor, some sign that he finds them to his liking. Their names are called 
again more loudly, along with the rank they have been given. The girl to my right is quickly chosen as 
a mid-rank concubine to the Emperor and I catch a glimpse of the satisfaction on her face as she rises. 
She has fulfilled her destiny. She will be an imperial concubine to the Emperor of China. I can’t help 
thinking that he is old, he may even die soon. If he does, she will live in the Forbidden City for the 
rest of her days as a dowager concubine. She will never see or be touched by another man, even if she 
lives to a ripe old age. She will never leave the embrace of the endless vermillion walls. She will live 
only through the past glory of this moment when, as a girl of only perhaps fifteen years old, she was 
chosen. I shudder at the thought.
More girls are picked out of the crowd. They are supposed to be pleased to be chosen quickly, for 
their beauty and grace to have been noted. Even the nervous ones smile when their names are called, 
although their lips tremble when they think of their new lives. All those chosen are led away. They 
will return to their parents for just a few short days before they enter the Forbidden City for the rest 
of their lives.
I am not chosen, of course. I don’t feel relief, because I wasn’t afraid of being selected. I only hope 
the next selection will also be quick and I will be free to leave, to pass back through the great red gates 
and be met by my mother and father who are waiting outside. I can tell them everything I saw today 
and when we get home I will regale my younger brothers with how I saw the Emperor himself. I doubt 
anyone will be disappointed that I am not to enter the Forbidden City, since none of us expected me 
to be chosen. The Imperial Daughters’ Draft cannot be ignored of course, every girl from the Eight 
Banners must be presented at the court between the ages of thirteen and sixteen, before she can be 
married, so that the Emperor and his sons have the first choice of any woman in the country. But for 
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families like ours, whose daughters are not blessed with extraordinary beauty or grace, whose fathers 
are only mid-ranking officials, the Draft is simply an excuse for a visit to the capital. The journey from 
our home in Chengde to Beijing has been an adventure, a chance to wander the bustling streets, so 
much bigger and noisier than our own town, to be impressed by the majesty of the Forbidden City and 
to partake in a ritual that acknowledges our rightful place in the Banners, however minor my father’s 
official post is. To belong to the one of the Banners is to be part of the Manchu elite, the ruling class, 
setting us above the general Han Chinese population.
The yellow boots move as the Emperor stands and there’s a great clatter as he leaves. Slowly, we 
rise to our feet, our knees stiff and cold. I look about me. There’s the odd girl in a huff, annoyed at 
not having been chosen for the Emperor. The worried girl, I notice, has been led away, avoiding any 
dishonour to her family despite her red-rimmed eyes.
We recompose ourselves for the next selection. More noise. Eunuchs and guards accompany a 
small woman, perhaps in her late thirties. She too is magnificently dressed, but not in imperial yellow, 
rather a slightly darker shade akin to apricot. Her hair is dressed with pearls and flowers. On several 
of her fingers are nail shields almost as long as her digits, worn only by the very rich, made of finely 
beaten gold, studded with jewels. She has a long thin face and highly arched brows. The overall effect 
is rather like a horse that has stuck its head through a flower bush.
“Imperial Noble Consort Que Hui,” announces the eunuch who is managing the proceedings. “As 
chief consort of the Emperor, her ladyship will now select the consorts and concubines for their Royal 
Highnesses, the sons of the Emperor.”
We sink to our knees again and prostrate ourselves, but once this is done we are told to stand. 
Apparently the consort wants to view us for herself. I wonder briefly why she’s not been made Empress 
but then remember that this Emperor is rather tardy about appointing his Empresses. After the first 
one died, he only seemed to bestow the honour too late, when each of the subsequent chief consorts 
was near to death, when he would offer the title. Perhaps he hoped it would cheer them sufficiently to 
recover from their illness, but it never worked. There have been three dead empresses so far in his long 
reign, so perhaps for the sake of one’s health it’s an honour best not hoped for.
Lady Que Hui settles herself on a throne and regards us all in silence. She tilts her head minutely 
and at once a eunuch is by her side, consulting various folded papers and whispering to her, presumably 
indicating the more superior girls: noting their families, their beauty, how well they did in the preliminary 
selections. He will have little to say about me. A few lucky others and I were spared the first rounds 
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of selections since we had to travel from further afield. Late in arriving to the capital, we were sent 
straight to the Forbidden City for the final choice of girls. Those who arrived in good time or resided 
in Beijing will have undergone the full examinations of the Draft. Stripped naked so their bodies can 
clearly be seen, they have had their teeth examined, their tongues scraped and their breath smelt, their 
height and weight recorded, their toenails scrutinized and even (though I can hardly believe this and 
suspect other girls of telling tall tales) their armpits and even more intimate areas swabbed and smelt 
for bad odours which might offend an imperial nose. I’m glad the horse pulling our wagon went lame, 
delaying us so that I have been spared these humiliations.
At last the selection begins. The Kangxi Emperor has over thirty living sons. Sixteen are old 
enough to require consorts and concubines. The Crown Prince is of course the most desirable as a 
future husband. If all goes well, he will one day become Emperor himself. But we have already heard 
the whispers about his sexual propriety or lack thereof. The girls who are chosen for his household 
look doubtful rather than excited. The rest of us watch those who are chosen with pity rather than 
jealousy. Of course being chosen for a lesser prince is not as impressive, but then one will still be part 
of the imperial family and perhaps have less to fear when summoned to the imperial bedchamber.
The naming goes on and on. The First Prince seems to be very fond of women, for a great many 
are sent to his household. Women are chosen for the Third Prince, the Fifth Prince, the Eighth Prince, 
the Ninth Prince. I stop listening and hope it will be over soon.
There’s a silence. Lady Que Hui seems to have finished. She casts her eye over our depleted 
numbers and purses her lips. She seems about to rise, when the eunuch whispers to her again.
“Ah yes,” she says. “The Fourth Prince. He has not requested a new concubine, but his household 
is small and a new lady would be appropriate.” Her eyes flicker over us and when they rest on me she 
frowns. “Very tall,” she comments.
I try not to move. It’s unsettling to have her eyes rest on me. No one has glanced at me twice since 
I arrived here. I’ve been passed over so often during this process that I find it hard to meet her gaze. 
I lower my eyes. When I raise them again she is still looking at me. Suddenly I find my throat is very 
dry, even when I swallow.
I swallow again.
The eunuch bows, somehow managing to convey his dismissal of me. “The girl is named…” he 
has to check his document again to be certain, “… Niuhuru. From Chengde, near the hunting grounds. 
She was late in arriving, madam,” he says. “She was admitted because she will be too old at the 
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next Draft but she has not been through the preliminary rounds. Of the Manchu Niuhuru clan, of the 
Bordered Yellow Banner.”
“Father?”
“Only a fourth-ranked Dianyi in the military, madam.”
There’s a pause. Lady Que Hui’s mouth twists a little in something approaching a smile. “Fourth 
Prince Yong is known for his dislike of corruption in the higher ranks of officials, both in civilian 
life and the military. He believes that the lower ranked men are often unfairly overlooked,” she says, 
as though repeating an amusing anecdote. “Perhaps he would like a concubine from a more lowly 
background so that he can be quite certain that it is not her family connections that have brought 
her here.”
Her small smile reassures me that she is joking. This Prince Yong doesn’t want another concubine. 
Besides, everyone knows that it’s the girls from the well-to-do families that get chosen. I’m too tall, as 
she has already remarked, and she’s not close enough to see that my eyes are a strange pale grey, which 
no-one finds attractive, just odd. No imperial prince would consider me a suitable bride when they can 
choose from the most beautiful women in the empire. No doubt the Emperor’s chief consort enjoys 
making a little joke during this tedious process. I give a faint smile, to acknowledge that I understand 
that she is joking, that I am about to be sent home and that I am not expecting anything else – Prince 
Yong may or may not be given another concubine, but certainly it won’t be me.
I’m right. She stands, brushes down her heavy robe, taps the paper with one glittering gold fingernail 
and nods her head, satisfied, to the eunuch, then turns and walks away as the eunuch calls out:
“Lady Niuhuru, chosen as gege, concubine, to the Fourth Prince, Yong!”
 
I spend the following days in shock. I have to repeat what happened over and over again – first to my 
incredulous father and mother, standing outside the gates of the Forbidden City, then to our relations, 
with whom we are lodging during our stay in Beijing, then to more and more people – distant relatives 
I’ve never met before, the neighbours, local girls not yet of Draft age who want to hear all about what 
it is like to be chosen. By the time my brothers arrive, hastily summoned from our family home in 
Chengde, the words have been said so often that they come out of my mouth easily, although I still 
cannot believe what I am saying.
“Then she tapped the paper where my name was and walked away. I thought I would be sent home 
but the eunuch called out my name. I’m to be gege to the Fourth Prince. His birth name is Yinzhen but 
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he is known as Prince Yong.”
My brothers are impressed. Here’s their older sister, a beanpole and a tomboy, whom no-one has 
ever praised for her looks, and she’s going to marry a prince! “Is he very important?” they ask eagerly.
I shake my head. “Not really,” I say. “He won’t be Emperor, because there’s already a Crown 
Prince. He’s just a prince. The Emperor has more than thirty sons.”
“But he’s a prince,” says my youngest brother. “So you will be a princess.”
I shrug in agreement. Yes, I’ll be a princess, but really I will just be a concubine, to a prince who 
is not very important. It’s a strange match – full of honour and prestige and yet at the same time oddly 
lacklustre. I am not marrying the Emperor, only one of his many sons whom no-one has heard of.
 
When I am not reciting and re-reciting my story, I spend hours sitting in the garden or at the window 
in silence and stillness. I might as well be a monk meditating, for my mind is blank. Occasionally 
thoughts drift across my mind – relief that I have heard no strange rumours concerning Prince Yong – 
wondering what my days will be like – trying to recall my family home in Chengde which I will never 
see again and which already seems to have a mist drawn over it so that I struggle to recall anything 
about it even though I was there only a handful of days ago. But mostly my mind seems empty. I 
cannot imagine my future. I cannot go back to my past. There is only now.
Already the decision made by the horse-faced Lady Que Hui has changed what I can do. I am not 
to leave the house and grounds until I join Prince Yong’s household. I protest. In Chengde I ran our 
family’s errands, walked freely through the streets with my mother to buy food for our household, 
even went with my younger brothers to catch hares in the woods. Now I am told that I may not walk 
through Beijing’s markets and down its alleyways. Already the red walls of the Forbidden City hold 
me prisoner. My protests mean nothing. So I sit and look out of the window or wander without purpose 
in the garden. There is nothing else to do.
The neighbouring house and gardens belong to an elderly scholar, who has a pet gibbon. Its fur is a 
snowy white, and when released into the garden it climbs up into a peach tree and grabs for the sweet 
fruit, munching it and dribbling sticky juice onto the servants below, who try to prevent it finishing 
the whole crop but despairingly admit to me that they are forbidden to administer any punishment, on 
the orders of its master. The gibbon, having understood this, takes pleasure in cramming each peach 
into its mouth, taking one or perhaps two bites only, then letting the spoiled fruit drop to the ground, 
sometimes hitting a servant on the head.
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I lean against our garden wall looking up and call out to it, laughing. “Such naughtiness! You 
should finish each fruit, not spoil them. Or at least pass me one, why don’t you, before they’re all 
gone?” The gibbon grins at me, baring his teeth when I hold out my hand, holding the peach close 
to his chest before biting it and letting the rest drop to the ground. I tut at him but he only makes 
contented noises and climbs still higher in the tree.
“Why do you keep him when he’s such a nuisance?” I ask the scholar, who has hobbled out to the 
garden and is standing beneath the tree.
“I like his mischief,” he says, chuckling. “The gibbon is a symbol of growing wisdom throughout 
life, as well as good fortune and nobility.”
I nod. I’d rather listen to this old man talk about the symbolic beauty of his wicked pet gibbon 
than the hubbub of the household in which I’m sitting. Today my dowry will arrive. My father will not 
be providing a dowry, as would be customary were I marrying a commoner. Instead the Palace will 
provide one for me, thus eliminating any need for gratitude to my family or opportunity for us to claim 
favours because of our generosity. From the moment when the Emperor’s consort flicked a golden nail 
shield against my name on a scroll, I belonged to the Imperial Household. It is only a question of time 
before I am claimed. The passing days are taken up with rituals, with decisions made on my behalf, 
with symbolism and protocol. I would rather hear about the gibbon.
“I hear you have had good fortune yourself,” smiles the old man, peering across at me. “And are 
to join the Imperial Family.”
I sigh. Does the whole of Beijing know my fate? It seems so. “I shall have to hope for the growing 
wisdom of old age to understand why I was chosen,” I say, trying to be polite.
He looks at me, my head probably all he can see appearing over the wall that separates us, his smile 
gone. He seems sad for me, the only person to have expressed anything other than congratulations and 
wonderment. “It must seem like a strange future,” he says. “Although all futures seem strange to us 
until they become our past and then it is as though they had always been so and could not have been 
any other way.”
I force a smile onto my face. He’s being kind but his words are designed to soothe an anxious mind 
full of worries about the future. I don’t have any worries. I have only a strange numbness, a mind filled 
with fog.
Through the fog comes more noise, a clattering of feet. “I have to go,” I say. “I hope you manage 
to eat at least one peach this summer.”
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The old man nods and waves to me. Reluctantly, I make my way back into the house.
 
Bolts of silk, taels of silver, new robes, gifts for family members and all manner of household goods, 
from dishes to furniture, flood into the house. My family marvel at our good fortune, at my changed 
destiny. I am surrounded by compliments, by blessings. Suddenly my beanpole height is ‘willowy’, 
my odd grey eyes are ‘jade-coloured’, although that could encompass almost any shade from white 
to brown via green. If the Imperial Household has chosen me, then clearly I must be beautiful. I think 
back to Lady Que Hui’s half smile and wonder what Prince Yong will say when he discovers I have 
been chosen to tease him for his beliefs. I step out of the way of more Palace eunuchs, struggling to 
carry heavy household furniture.
My attention is drawn by a palanquin, decorated in red and gold, which is being manoeuvred with 
difficulty into a place where it will be at least partly out of the way of the many people trying to enter 
and leave the house. I make my way to it and peer inside. It’s a small space, a dark red cocoon in which 
I, a wriggling caterpillar, will be taken to the Palace, to emerge, one presumes, a glorious butterfly at 
the other end of my journey. I smooth down the flat front of my new robe, hurriedly made for me in 
a delicate pink silk, and wonder how such a transformation will occur. How do I become elegant and 
beautiful, like some of the girls I saw? How do I learn to walk and carry myself with grace? How do 
I know… what… well, what is – what is expected of me when I meet the Prince? My family seems 
far too caught up in celebrations and expectations for anyone to have thought of this. I try to catch my 
mother’s sleeve as she hurries by.
“Not now, Niuhuru,” she says, pointing a maid towards a pile of silk cloth ready for cutting and 
indicating where it ought to be taken.
I follow after her. “Aunty said that I might see you all again if the Imperial Household go to 
Chengde for the hunting season.” I hope that my mother will agree that yes, of course I will see my 
family again, that she might even pause to embrace me. I have allowed myself to think of the future, 
to wonder what it will be like, to be without my family, in a strange place where I know no-one at 
all. There are probably girls who have prepared their whole lives for this opportunity, who have been 
schooled in what to expect and how to behave. I have not. No-one thought I would marry a prince. If 
my family had been asked about my marriage prospects there would probably been vague mutterings 
about a few local boys in my hometown, from good families, similar to our own; officials, industrious 
but not exalted.
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But my mother has not heard the tremble in my voice, or if she has she is choosing to ignore it. 
“Niuhuru,” she says, her tone one of slightly impatient reassurance, “you are going to be married. A 
woman does not go running back to her family at every moment. You will have your own home and 
you will be used to it soon enough.”
“I didn’t mean all the time,” I say, still trailing after her like a lost puppy. “But once a year…” But 
it is too late. My mother has spotted a maid who seems to be less than overworked and is issuing a 
stream of orders.
I retreat to the garden and practice walking gracefully in my new silken cloud-climbing shoes. 
They oblige me to take odd, swaying steps and I cannot stop or start abruptly without holding out a 
hand to steady myself. They say that noble Manchu women wear these shoes to give their unbound 
feet the illusion of being bound, the same swaying walk and delicacy of a Chinese girl. I’ve never 
worn them before and I dislike them. After a while I take them off and lie on the grass, heedless of the 
pink silk that only a few days before I would have been terrified to get dirty. I listen to the gibbon’s 
screeches and stare up at the sky. I watch the peach tree’s leaves swaying in the breeze and wonder 
how my life will be in the Forbidden City. I cannot really imagine it. I thought Chengde would be 
my whole world and now it seems I am to disappear from my family’s life, closed up behind the vast 
red walls of the imperial palace, never heard from again. Everything I have been until now will be 
irrelevant, for the Imperial Family will mould me into their own shape.
 
When the day finally comes the fog surrounds me, wrapped more thickly about me than the red silk 
robes and veils chosen to adorn me. I eat breakfast without tasting what is in my mouth. I don’t hear 
the shouts and clattering of the guards and officials. I don’t see my family’s faces for the last time. I 
totter out of the house on my too-high shoes and step into the red palanquin, clutching at its sides to 
stop myself stumbling. Once inside I don’t feel the lurching lift as the bearers raise me up. I sit and 
wait to enter the high red walls of the Forbidden City.
But the swaying goes on and on. My stomach churns and at last I put up one hand to the curtains 
and pull them back to see how close we are to our final destination. I blink. I cannot see the Forbidden 
City at all. I pull the curtain back further, lean my head out and see it at last – to my right and almost 
behind me, its northernmost wall slowly receding.
“Wait!” I cry out and the palanquin comes to a shuddering stop. The most senior eunuch’s anxious 
face appears at the window.
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“My lady?”
“Where are we going?” My voice comes out too high, it trembles as though I am about to cry.
“To the Garden, my lady.” The eunuch is puzzled.
“Garden?”
The eunuch frowns. “The Garden of Perfect Brightness, your ladyship. The Yuan Ming Yuan. 
Residence of Prince Yong.”
The red walls of my expected future are crumbling. “Not – not the Forbidden City?”
“The only man who may reside in the Forbidden City is the Emperor,” the eunuch reminds me. 
“Prince Yong has a household in Beijing but prefers his country estate. That is where his consorts live.”
I try to nod as though I know this. “Of course,” I mumble. “I only thought… it doesn’t matter.”
The eunuch bows. “Is that all, your ladyship?”
I nod and he disappears as I let the curtains fall. The palanquin lurches again and we continue on 
our way.
I sit back on the padded seat. I know nothing. I am thirteen years old and I know nothing. I do not 
even know where my own husband lives. I do not know what other wives he has, nor have I heard of 
this place, this Yuan Ming Yuan, this Garden of Perfect Brightness. I know nothing of what goes on 
between a man and his concubines.
The numbing fog that has protected me so far begins to lift. Fat tears slide slowly down my face. I 
feel like a child, and I am afraid.
 
The rocking palanquin finally draws to a halt. We left in the morning and it is now late in the day. 
When I step out of the chair my knees shake from lack of use as much as nerves. I try to steady myself 
on my high-soled shoes and look about me, breathing in the cooling air. Slowly the churning in my 
stomach, which has threatened to disgrace me for many hours, fades.
I am standing on the edge of a large lake, surrounded by small islets linked together by bridges. On 
each islet are one or more palaces. There are flowers everywhere. Planted in great profusion, they trail 
over and around every part of the scene before me. Wisteria hangs heavy while roses reach upward, 
twining through branches of trees and across windows. Peonies in every shade burst out of their green 
foliage. The lake is full of lotus flowers reaching up towards weeping willow trees. It is a private 
paradise, a hidden world far from the stone courtyards and high walls of the Forbidden City. I wonder 
what kind of man I have married, who chose this secret flowering place as his home.
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“Your ladyship?” The eunuch hovering by my side has already tried and failed to get my attention.
“Yes?”
“Welcome to the Nine Continents Clear and Calm, your home within the Garden, my lady.” He 
gestures forwards and I follow him, still unsteady on my little shoes, the pebbled mosaic path along 
the lakeside doing nothing to help my balance. I focus so hard on my feet and where I am placing them 
that I almost bump into the eunuch when he stops. I throw out an arm for balance, then hastily try to 
regain some poise as he turns to me.
“This will be your palace,” he says.
The building before me is larger than any I have ever lived in, but I can see that it is small by the 
standards of the Imperial Household. There are larger palaces further along the lake path, but a smile 
spreads over my face when I see it. It is so heavily weighed down with clinging wisteria that it almost 
seems as though it is made out of it. It is a flower-palace, something from a fairytale.
“It is lovely,” I say.
The eunuch looks a little surprised at my compliment, but then he smiles and his formal demeanour 
softens. “It is very beautiful, my lady,” he agrees. “I wish you much happiness here.”
His good wishes make me nervous again. I nod, my smile fading.
 
Inside, he shows me round the rooms. Although they are comfortable and large, there is no ostentation, 
rather a quiet restraint. Unlike the glimpses of the Forbidden City I saw, here there is no ornate gilding 
or lavish scattering of precious objects. All the extravagance seems to be in the flowers surrounding 
the palace and in the elaborate floral arrangements in multiple vases within the rooms. I’m so busy 
looking at them that I almost trip over a small figure in a pale blue robe, doubled up on the floor.
“Your personal maid,” says the eunuch, without paying much attention to her. “There are of course 
household maids who will provide for your meals, clothing and so on. Yan is just for your own personal 
needs. Get up, girl,” he adds, almost as an afterthought.
The little figure unfolds herself and stands. She is considerably shorter than I am, but probably my 
own age. She looks terrified. “My lady,” she all but whispers. Her robe is stiff with newness.
I smile at her. I’m glad someone else is scared and that I have not been given some dragon of 
an older maid, someone who might judge me and find me lacking against other court ladies she has 
known. “What was your name again?”
“Yan, your ladyship.”
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My nerves make me want to giggle. Her name means Swallow, it seems very apt in this country 
retreat for my maid to be named after a bird. I smile and nod to her and she bows, then follows about 
behind me as I move, hovering like a shadow, as though worried that if she does not do so I will require 
something which she will fail to notice.
“It is late,” says the eunuch. “You will visit Lady Nara tomorrow to present your compliments.”
I feel like an idiot. “Lady Nara?” I ask, wondering if this is perhaps my husband’s mother.
“Prince Yong’s Primary Consort,” says the eunuch, bowing as he takes his leave of me. I stand in the 
doorway, watching him disappear, along with the guards and the bobbing red palanquin, now empty.
When I turn back into the room, Yan almost leaps out of my way, then stands trembling, waiting 
for an order like a terrified puppy who has been beaten too often.
“How long have you been here?” I ask.
“Only since this morning,” she admits.
“Where were you before that?”
“The Forbidden City, your ladyship. For my training. Then I was told that a new lady was arriving 
in Prince Yong’s household and that I would be sent here.”
I nod. It is a mark of my low status, I suppose, that I have been given a newly-trained maid, and 
only one at that. But it’s a relief to me not to have to manage some grand household and for my only 
servant to be a girl my own age. “We will have to explore our new home together then,” I suggest and 
watch her eyes widen.
“Yes, your ladyship,” she says uncertainly.
We make our way through all the rooms. I am not sure how I am expected to use them all, the size 
of this tiny palace is twice the size of my family home in Chengde. I daren’t wander outside, for fear 
of losing my way or bumping into someone unexpected.
“Do you know when I will meet the Prince?” I ask Yan.
She shakes her head. “I was told he is very busy,” she says. “They said at the palace that he was 
very hard-working and did not like to be disturbed.”
I take this in. A hard-working husband should be a good thing, I suppose, better than a man who 
thinks of nothing but his own pleasures, like the Crown Prince. But it doesn’t tell me when I’ll be 
called for. I have to assume that it will not be tonight, since no instructions have been left for me.
We both startle at a loud knocking, but Yan hurries to answer the door. Two maids and a eunuch 
appear. They bow to me but don’t speak, only scurry past towards the dining room, carrying several 
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baskets. Yan rushes after them. A few moments later they emerge, bow again and depart.
Yan hovers in the doorway. “Your dinner is ready, your ladyship,” she says.
I follow her.
The table is very large and there are a lot of dishes on it – Yan quickly uncovers the little lids, and 
good smells emerge, making my empty stomach rumble. I sit and Yan pours water for me to wash 
my hands. I eat. The food is good and very plentiful. There is plenty left when I leave the table. Yan 
serves me tea in a sitting room, then disappears. I hope that the leftovers from my meal will nourish 
her skinny little frame into something more substantial.
 
I wake early. The soft bed and silken covers lulled me into a quick sleep. I woke only once and was 
comforted by the small rasping snores of Yan, sleeping by the door. When I wake, though, she is 
already gone and when I call out for her she comes quickly, holding a little bowl of tea in which float 
rose petals.
“I have to meet Lady Nara today,” I tell her and she nods, serious at the challenge. She has already 
chosen the clothes I will wear, green silk with delicately embroidered peonies. My cloud-climbing 
shoes today are lower than yesterday’s, for which I’m grateful. My triple-pearl earrings are inserted. 
Gently, Yan brushes my hair, then pins it up into coils, topped with fresh peonies from the gardens 
outside and some little dangling golden tassels. The effect is very pretty and I tell her so. Her anxious 
face breaks into a beaming smile.
Now that I see the lake and the islets again I realise that the name of this area, Nine Continents 
Clear and Calm, refers to the number of the islets surrounding the lake. The streams separating each 
one are tiny, one could almost jump across them, although certainly not in the clothes and shoes I am 
currently wearing. Instead Yan and I make our way across one little bridge after another to reach the 
islet where Lady Nara lives, almost opposite to my own, close to Prince Yong’s. I’m a little nervous 
in case I should accidentally meet my husband nearby and not know who he is, since I have never 
seen him.
Lady Nara’s palace is far larger than my own. It is surrounded by pink roses in full bloom, the 
scent is overwhelming. Her household is of course also larger, with several eunuchs and many maids 
in attendance. I am shown into a sitting room, where I am offered a seat and tea while Yan waits in 
an adjoining room. A rustling announces Lady Nara. I hastily rise and when she arrives in the room I 
prostrate myself, murmuring respectful greetings due to a senior wife. When I’ve finished she waves 
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me to a seat, turning to take her own bowl of tea from a maid. I take the opportunity to look at her 
without being caught staring.
Her face is pleasant and slightly plump. She must be thirty years old but she looks well for 
her age, only perhaps a little tired. Her clothes are sombre and her hair is arranged simply. I feel a 
little overdressed.
“You are welcome here,” she says, looking me over. “You are very young,” she adds.
“I am thirteen, your ladyship,” I say.
She nods. “We have not had a new lady join our household for many years,” she says. Later I’m 
to find this is true. All the other women in Prince Yong’s household are in their late twenties. I am 
considerably younger than all of them. “We did not know the Prince had requested a new concubine,” 
she adds, but her tone is not angry or jealous. She gives me a weary smile. “As I say, you are welcome 
here,” she says. “You will find us very quiet. I hope you will not be bored.”
I try to nod my head and shake it at the same time, uncertain of the right answer. She rises and I 
understand that my audience is over. “You may always come to me if there is something you need,” 
she says.
I stammer my thanks before I am shown out.
Walking back through the heavy scent of roses Yan whispers to me that Lady Nara is in mourning. 
Her only child, eldest son of the Prince, died a year ago, aged seven. The maids have told her that since 
then their mistress, once a happy woman, is now slow and sad, that she takes little pleasure in her life. 
We return to my own palace in silence.
 
Lady Nara is right about it being quiet here. It’s late morning and I venture out of the palace again, 
Yan following behind me, but we see few people. An official rides by, eunuchs go about their work 
here and there, the odd maid hurries past on an errand. We make our way towards a cluster of women 
inside a pavilion. With them are two small girls. I feel a sudden shyness and hover for a moment, then 
force myself to approach them.
There are three women. They are dressed well in good quality silks but their robes are everyday 
wear, not formal court dress. Their hair is pinned simply, with only fresh flowers, no jewels. They 
are sipping tea and playing mah-jong. The fourth player is one of the two young girls, but she keeps 
breaking off to play with her younger sister.
“Pay attention!” scolds one of the women and the older girl consults the board, makes a move and 
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returns to the lakeside and her sister. The women sigh at her lack of skill and interest.
The two girls are dabbling their hands in the lake’s edge and dangling improvised fishing rods 
made of branches into the water. But now the younger girl has noticed me.
“Hello!” she says. “Who are you?”
All heads turn towards me. I can feel myself flushing. “I – I am Niuhuru,” I stammer.
There’s a bewildered pause and then one of the women stands up. “Oh!” she says. “The 
new concubine?”
I nod.
She comes closer and pulls at my arm to make me join the women at the table. “I am Mao. The girls 
are my daughters,” she adds, not bothering to name them. She gestures at the other two women. “Lady 
Ning, Lady Zhang,” she says by way of introduction. They nod and smile while Lady Mao continues. 
“We are concubines to the Prince. We knew you were coming but were not told when to expect you.”
I try to bow to them all but they wave my manners away, staring at me with frank curiosity.
“You’re very young,” says Lady Zhang and the others nod.
“I am thirteen,” I say. They nod. It’s a reasonable age to be married, but still I feel very young, 
standing in front of these women, so at ease in their surroundings, so much older than me that they 
have daughters who in a few short years will be marriageable themselves.
“Sit, sit!” urges Lady Mao. “Can you play mah-jong?” she adds hopefully.
“Badly,” I confess. It’s a game my mother and aunts were fond of. 
“Oh, we’ll teach you,” says Lady Ning. “We play every day.”
I take the place of the elder daughter, who seems pleased to be set free, disappearing off along the 
lakeside path with her sister. I do the best I can, but clearly the women do play every day, for all of 
them are far better than I am, even with their attention only partly on the game. I’m quizzed about my 
family, my background, my hometown.
“Oh, Chengde,” says Lady Zhang. “The hunting grounds. The whole court goes there every autumn. 
Of course the Prince does not really like to hunt,” she adds, “so he usually stays as little as possible.” 
The other ladies make faces. “It’s a shame,” she adds. “It’s the only time we get to see everyone. The 
Prince is not a very sociable person.”
“Have you met him yet?” asks Lady Mao.
I shake my head.
“He’ll call for you soon, I expect,” says Lady Mao. “But don’t expect to be called for very often.”
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I wait for some warning to know my place, some sign of jealousy, but her face is open. “Prince 
Yong is not really the sort of man to indulge much in the pleasures of the bedchamber,” she says, a 
little despondently. “He works very hard and has little time for pastimes,” she adds, suddenly laughing. 
“You’re the first new concubine here in years!”
The others chuckle.
I feel a wave of relief. The stories I’ve always heard of households full of warring concubines 
appear not to be the case here. Lady Nara was pleasant if sad, these women seem friendly and I detect 
no warring feuds, no jealousies. It seems they’ve all resigned themselves to a husband who is not 
that interested in any of them, and perhaps his lack of interest has softened what rivalries might have 
arisen. I can feel my shoulders relax. “Are we the only concubines?” I ask.
“No,” says Lady Ning. “There are three others. There’s Lady Dunsu, a sweet woman – but she is 
in mourning. You may not see her for a while.”
“Why is she in mourning?” I ask.
Lady Mao looks sad. “She has been unlucky,” she says. “She has borne three sons and a daughter, 
but none of them have survived. She was the Prince’s favourite, but lately she has grown withdrawn.”
I’m a little unnerved by all these stories of dead children and their sad mothers. Is the Prince’s 
house unlucky? “How many living children does the Prince have?” I ask.
“Two sons and two daughters,” says Lady Mao.
I’m a little taken aback. Only four living children is very few. The Prince has a fair number of 
women in his household. Doesn’t he have any interest in them at all?
“Who are the other concubines?”
“There’s Lady Chunque – a lovely woman. And Lady Qi.”
I wait for a comment to be made on Lady Qi’s character but nothing is forthcoming, so I don’t 
enquire further.
An hour or two passes in friendly conversation and playing mah-jong, before we break up and 
make our way back along the lakeside to our own palaces. At the door of my own palace stands a 
eunuch, waiting for me.
“His Highness requests your company this evening,” he announces and leaves before I have a 
chance to ask any questions. I turn to look at Yan, standing wide-eyed behind me.
“Does he mean…?” I begin, but Yan is already pulling me inside.
“You are going to meet your husband!” she says excitedly. “Quick, I must prepare you.”
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Bathed and dressed in my finest robe, a shimmering blue decorated with flying cranes and drifting 
clouds, I sit and wait. Yan and I have been too anxious to be ready on time and despite eating and 
bathing, followed by dressing and having my hair done, there is still a while to go before the appointed 
hour. I take off my shoes and try to ease my aching neck, where Yan has pulled my hair too tight and 
weighed me down with so many decorations that my head is twice its usual size.
I follow the eunuch who has been sent to accompany me. As I reach the gate I look back at Yan, 
standing in the doorway, shoulders hunched, her little face pinched with worry. When she sees me 
looking back she forces a too-bright smile onto her face.
We make our way in silence along the lakeside path towards the Prince’s islet, crossing two bridges, 
one a simple thing made of painted wood, the other from blocks of carved stone. Along the way we 
pass a few palaces. I wonder whether the other ladies can see me from their rooms, if they see my 
overdressed hair and smile to themselves or laugh at me. I can see the largest palace looming ahead of 
us, where the Prince resides. Just before it we pass a palace that sits right on the lake’s edge. Standing 
on a little jetty by the water’s edge is a woman, dressed in a floating green robe. Her hair is pinned 
with pink lotus flowers and she stands absolutely still, watching me as I pass by. She is only twenty 
paces from me, yet she does not acknowledge me when I nod to her, only watches me, her face blank 
of any expression. I feel a coldness settle on me. This must be one of the concubines whom I have not 
yet met. Her manner is very different to the friendly group of women I met earlier. As soon as we have 
safely passed out of earshot, I whisper to the eunuch, “Who was that lady?”
He does not break stride nor ask to whom I am referring. “Lady Qi,” he says.
I look over my shoulder. Lady Qi is still standing there, still watching me as I near the Prince’s 
palace, its swooping rooftops towering above the other palaces on the islets.
 
The late summer day is slowly fading away. I am surrounded by unfamiliar faces: the eunuchs and 
maids of the Prince. They undress me, which I suppose I must get used to, although my whole body 
grows goose-fleshed with embarrassment. My heavy robes, which had given me courage, are stripped 
away. My hair is unbound and falls down my back, unadorned. I wonder what the purpose was in Yan’s 
careful preparation of me, since the Prince will see none of my adornments. So far the only person of 
note who has seen me in my splendour is Lady Qi. If I had known she would be my only witness, I 
would have worn a maid’s robe.
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At last the servants step away and I am left alone in the Prince’s bedchamber. I’m not sure where I 
should put myself. I sit on the very edge of the heavy carved wooden bed, which is set into a niche, as is 
usual, although it’s far larger than any other bed I’ve ever seen. I try not to pull my sleeping robe around 
me for comfort. My feet are cold on the floor, although the bed itself is heated with a kang underneath 
it. I consider pulling my feet up onto the bed but I am too nervous to make myself comfortable.
At last I hear footsteps and spring to my feet. I forget about elegance and clutch the sleeping robe 
to me, although it is made of such sheer silk that it is hardly going to shield my modesty.
The door opens.
The man who enters is of a good height. His robes are surprisingly plain for a prince. They are 
woven in a pale green silk, fastened with a simple belt. His long hair is neatly plaited in a queue. I 
know because Yan has told me that he is twenty-seven years old.
He pauses in the doorway, regards me in silence and then closes the door behind him. I stand facing 
him, only a few paces away. I don’t know what to do or say.
“Lady Niuhuru,” he says at last. “Welcome. Have you been well cared for here? Do you have 
everything you need? Are your rooms to your satisfaction?”
He sounds as though he is checking off questions against a list, not solicitously enquiring after his 
new wife’s comforts. I nod and then try to speak, although my voice cracks.
“Yes, Your Highness. Th-thank you.”
He nods, satisfied. There is warm wine and two small bowls waiting on a table and he pours each 
of us some. He holds out my bowl and I take it with one hand, the other still clutching my robe. I have 
only tasted wine once or twice at great occasions and I did not much like it. I take only a tiny sip and 
then stand holding the bowl, uncertain of where to place it. The Prince drinks his own bowl dry, then 
turns back to me. He holds out his hand and I place the still-full bowl in his palm. His hands are warm. 
He puts it back on the table and then comes close to me. I swallow. I am a tall girl, but he stands a good 
head taller than me. I have never stood so close to a man for so long.
Gently, he pulls at my sleeping robe. I unclench my fingers so that he can remove it and he lets it 
fall to the floor, heedless of the fine silk. I try to stop my cold hands balling into fists by my side and 
lower my eyes so that I do not have to meet his gaze. I will follow his lead, I tell myself. Whatever 
he wishes me to do, I will try to do it and be a good wife, even though I know little of what is about 
to happen.
But he does not move again. I can see his hands hanging loosely by his side. At last I look up at 
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him and find that he is looking over my body with a frown on his face.
Shame burns through me. I wish now that I had been through the preliminary selection rounds 
during the Draft. Whatever he is displeased with now, they would surely have noticed it then. They 
would have declared that I was unfit for the Draft and sent me home. Instead I slipped through the net 
and now I am humiliated before a Prince to whom I am already married. What will he do, I wonder. 
Will he send me home in disgrace? Will he keep me here but only as a maid or simply leave me to sit 
all alone in my palace, year after year, forgotten and humbled?
At last he speaks. “You are very young,” he says.
I look down at my flat chest, the white goose-fleshed skin shrinking further under his gaze, my 
narrow hips cold, the tiny hairless place between my pale thighs. “I am thirteen,” I say. “I am of 
marriageable age.” My voice is very small.
He lifts his gaze from my trembling cold body to my eyes, which much to my shame are now 
brimming with tears. In one swift movement he kneels and lifts up my discarded sleeping robe, which 
he places with care about my shoulders, helping me to put my arms back into the sleeves. Then he 
speaks softly. “I did not mean to shame you. I simply meant that you are not yet…” he pauses and 
then goes on. “You are not yet a woman. I am not – I would not wish to lie with you when you are still 
so young.”
I am mortified. The Prince finds me a child. He is dismissing me. A hot tear trickles down my cheek.
He shakes his head and wipes away the tear with the back of his hand. “You must stop crying,” he 
says a little gruffly. “I am not sending you away. You are welcome in my household. But you are too 
young and I will not lie with you until you are older. You will live here and I hope you will be happy. 
Later, when you are…” he gestures awkwardly, “… older, I will send for you again. There is no need 
to cry.”
I nod because I know he expects it.
His face clears at once, as though I had offered a dazzling smile rather than a small and miserable 
nod. “Very well,” he says, more cheerfully. “I will call for the servants and they will return you to 
your rooms.”
“Can’t I – can’t I stay here a little while?” I ask. The thought of walking back to my rooms, along 
the little pathways where every other woman will be able to see me, when I have barely been in this 
room long enough to be undressed and dressed again is humiliating. Everyone will know that I have 
been found wanting.
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He seems puzzled by my request. “You would have nothing to do,” he says. “I must attend to some 
papers.” He turns away, satisfied that the matter has been dealt with.
The servants gather round me and I am dressed in my robes once more. They leave my hair 
unbound, so that as I walk back towards my rooms, the evening wind catches it. It whips across my 
face and I have to hold it back with one hand so that I will not be blinded. As I do so I look across to 
the lakeside palace and see Lady Qi still standing there, observing me as I make my way back to my 
rooms. Her face twists into something resembling a smile.
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A Greyhound at his Toilet
“Can you draw a bird?”
I was not expecting my skills as a painter to be tested at once, although I had of course brought 
with me certain paintings I had already completed, so that the Emperor might see my work. I fumbled 
in my bag and extracted the tools of my trade. My hands shook a little. I tried not to notice as the 
courtiers and eunuchs drew closer while the Emperor leaned forward. Quickly I drew a bird, of the 
kind I had seen in the streets of Beijing on our hurried way to the Palace. It sat in its cage, dangling 
from a long pole slung over the hunched back of an elderly man. I had remarked on them as we passed 
and was told that pet birds were taken for ‘walks’ each day in their cages, so that they might benefit 
from the exercise. I am not entirely sure even now how they can be said to benefit from the exercise 
of their master’s legs rather than their own wings. Perhaps a change of scenery sufficed them. I did not 
have my colours with me, so it was only a sketch, but when I turned it towards His Majesty he started 
back and smiled, then held out his hand, into which I placed the image.
“Astonishing,” he said, examining it very closely. “It seems as though it is swaying on the end of 
its pole!” He looked at me with some kindliness, his wrinkled face cracking in a smile. “You can draw 
a bird, I see. What else can you draw?”
I hesitated. I did not wish to seem too humble and of insufficient prowess, nor to make a poor first 
impression which might damage my relationship with my new patron. I had, after all, been chosen for 
this task and sent across the wide seas for this very undertaking, to act as court painter to the Emperor 
of China. I was nervous of suggesting that I painted portraits, although of course I was able to do so, 
for fear that he would immediately ask me to portray his own physiognomy. As I did not yet know his 
likes and dislikes in this regard, and I had already found that all sitters had very particular desires when 
it came to their own portrayal, I cast about me for some other object that I could illustrate for him.
In a corner of the great receiving hall was a greyhound, fiercely engaged in removing himself of 
lice, by means of his teeth, drawn up in a grimace as he twisted his neck round to his own hind leg. 
A greyhound being a good shape for this kind of quick drawing, all long lines and movement, I did 
not reply to the Emperor, only began to sketch again. He leaned forwards and within a few strokes he 
had recognised the shape and looked about him, following my eyes. He chuckled at the sight of the 
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greyhound’s efforts and then waited while I completed his likeness.
“I can almost see his fleas,” he said, looking down at the sketch and then back at the dog, surprised. 
Later I was to learn that it was rare for a painter here to show an animal as I had done, in movement 
and in such a bestial pose. Their horses and dogs are much portrayed but they are shown with nobility 
and grace, posed as their masters might be for a formal portrait, not grimacing to rid themselves of 
crawling pests. Perhaps the Emperor had never seen such a sketch, of an animal caught in the midst 
of its own toilet. At any rate he seemed pleased with my work and spoke with his Chief Eunuch, a 
most magnificently dressed fellow, who nodded at his sovereign’s commands. With much bowing 
and scraping and the never-ending kowtow which I had already practiced more than once, we were 
dismissed from the imperial presence and waited in an antechamber along with Brother Matteo Ripa, 
our interpreter for the meeting. The Chief Eunuch followed us there and addressed me rapidly. I 
struggled to catch his meaning and he became irate, until Brother Ripa interceded. Pacified, the Chief 
Eunuch spoke with him for some time, issuing a stream of instructions. Ripa nodded as though all 
was clear, while I cursed my slow learning of the language. Despite the years of study since I had first 
agreed to come here my Mandarin was still poor and I made a note to myself that I must continue to 
engage a native speaker to improve my pronunciation skills, for I knew I would not advance in my 
career if my patron could not speak with me.
The Chief Eunuch indicated we might depart.
“He thought you were me and could not understand why your Mandarin was not better,” explained 
Brother Ripa.
“How could he have mistaken us for one another?” I asked. “We bear no resemblance at all.”
“They say they cannot tell most of us apart,” he replied unperturbed. “They say our faces are 
too similar.”
I pondered this.
“You have been given a new name,” added Brother Ripa, as though it were a matter of no importance.
“A new name? Why?”
“The Emperor finds your name hard to pronounce. You will be known as Lang Shining. Shining is 
the first name, Lang is the family name. It is pronounced Shur-ning,” he emphasised. “You had better 
practice it.”
I muttered it to myself.
“You will work under the auspices of the Palace Board of Works in the two Imperial Painting 
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Studios,” he continued as we walked back through the noisy streets of Beijing to the church of St 
Joseph’s, my new home. “One is called the Painting Academy Office and is based within the Forbidden 
City. The other is located in the Hall of Fulfilled Wishes. It is situated within a country estate close 
to Beijing.”
I was distracted by both my new name and my surroundings and did not enquire further into my 
future place of work. All around me were new sights and I was elated by the Emperor’s praise of my 
skills. I would surely amaze him once I could work with my oils and canvas, a large quantity of which 
had accompanied me on this long journey to my new destiny and which even now was following me 
to Beijing from Macau.
 
Amidst the curved rooftops and single-storey height of the local Chinese architecture my new home, 
St Joseph’s, stood out, the classical style from home that should have been familiar to me seeming out 
of place here. It was built in a grey stone two storeys high, finished off with three dome-topped towers, 
one of which housed the bells to summon us to Mass. The interior of the chapel was fairly plain by the 
standards of home, with little in the way of gilding or stained glass, but otherwise pleasant enough. 
Behind it were located both the living quarters and refectory of the Brothers, as well as a small garden 
for contemplation, somewhat in the Chinese style, with decorative black rocks from the South, small 
areas of grass and some simple flowers.
The names of the various Brothers of the Mission rushed past me at that first meeting, with only a 
few making a firm first impression. An elderly Father Friedel was our Superior, Brother Matteo Ripa 
who had acted as our interpreter was an engraver of copper and an ardent missionary. He was much 
pleased to welcome Brother Costa, since they both hailed from Naples. Meanwhile a Brother Michele 
Arailza, a Venetian by birth, was a fellow painter, but he seemed ill-disposed towards me from the very 
beginning. I wondered if he disliked the idea of two new painters, of having competition in serving 
the Emperor. The Brothers might have been a little taken aback by Laura’s presence, but most of them 
welcomed us warmly enough.
Our first few weeks as we settled into St Joseph’s offered nothing but boredom, for the endless 
cycle of prayers that made up our days was of limited interest to me. I viewed Brother Arailza’s 
paintings and privately felt that he would indeed have something to fear from my arrival at court, for 
his work was mediocre at best. I could see Laura felt the same, although neither of us made anything 
but polite comments on the subject matter. The food was not what I had expected, consisting mostly of 
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plain fare such as steamed breads and stewed fruits or foods prepared to our own homelands’ recipes. 
Brother Arailza screwed up his face when I asked about the local food and said that many of the 
Brothers did not care for it.
“They have good enough fruits, I suppose,” he allowed. “Apples and pears, quinces, tolerably 
good plums. You will find the nuts here are similar to our own although the cherries are wild and 
therefore too sharp. And they do not make wine from grapes, but from rice: it is passable.”
I tried the rice wine and found it very pleasant, certainly better than the poor quality sour grape-
wine made by the Brothers to use at Mass. When certain dishes were sent to us from the Emperor’s 
own table, which was, we were informed, to be seen as a gesture of benevolence, the Brothers ate from 
them only sparingly and somewhat unwillingly, although myself and Laura tasted meat-filled buns, an 
oddly sour soup and some honeyed sweetmeats and thought them all good.
I chafed a little under Father Friedel’s constant worried reminders that I must eventually take my 
vows. Autumn was already upon us but he seemed unwilling to let me start work, as though he thought 
I might disappear into the Forbidden City and never come out again.
“Gherardini,” he would repeat often, returning to my predecessor’s time here as though it haunted 
him, “Gherardini never really took to the Mission life. He did not take his vows, you see, and grew too 
accustomed to the local way of life, eating their food and following some of their customs. Eventually 
he refused to live within the Mission at all and the Emperor gave him lodging with one of his trusted 
officials.” The thought of this almost made him shudder. “Therefore you must understand how 
important it is that you yourself will take vows and live as we do. And your work must be pleasing to 
His Majesty, for as you know at this time he has forbidden us from even preaching and we must find 
a way to soften his heart in this matter.”
I nodded and promised more than once that I had every intention of taking my vows in due course. 
I waited impatiently to begin my work and was relieved when I was finally taken to my new place 
of work in the Forbidden City, late in the autumn, with sharply cold days already predicting winter’s 
arrival. I was informed that my working hours would henceforth be from seven in the morning until 
five in the afternoon and therefore I must present myself at my place of work at an appropriate hour to 
begin my painting for the day.
“You will find that some of the eunuchs are jealous of the praise and attention we receive,” muttered 
Brother Arailza. “They often keep us waiting before allowing us entry. Perhaps they think to cause 
trouble for us.”
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My first impression of the Imperial Studios was of both speed and silence. Large rooms led one 
into another, each with a different focus. Ceramics were worked on elsewhere, as well as enamel 
and glasswork studios. Here, where I was to work, were primarily paintings and calligraphy used 
for decorative purposes. The more senior artists worked in frowning silence, their assistants and 
apprentices scurried about them on cloth soles, which led to a constant soft pattering sound. Scrolls of 
paper were being made up, laid out, painted on, rolled up and despatched elsewhere. There were racks 
for drying and wide tables for works to be completed on. Saucers containing paints were kept warm on 
a tiny stove, to prevent them freezing on cold days. The eunuch showing me around whispered softly 
about all that we saw and finally led me to an area which had been set aside against my coming, where 
I was grateful to see many of my materials had already been transported and set out for my use. A 
variety of young men bowed deeply to me and I was told more names than I could remember. Many of 
my assistants and apprentices were eunuchs, I was to realise over time, for eunuchs performed most of 
the tasks within the Forbidden City, from the very lowliest even up to the great offices of state. Those 
who showed artistic talent might hope to work here, in the Studios. In other parts of the complex, I 
was informed, there were also dressmakers and perfumiers, jewellery-makers and designers of such 
small ornaments as might please the Emperor and his family: board games, vases, carvings of jade and 
wood, scented furniture and much more. Altogether there must have been many hundreds of artisans 
and artists at work, each of us dedicated only to the Emperor’s pleasure and the beautification of his 
surroundings. The Brothers had seen fit to provide him not only with myself and other painters, but 
clock-makers, astronomers, medical men such as Brother Costa and even engineers. Our purpose here 
was daily made clear to us: to enchant the Emperor with the wonders of our Western skills, that he 
might, in time, consider our God also worthy of devotion.
That winter was a time of frustration for me, attempting to recall people’s names and observing 
the work of those around me, mostly eunuchs trained as painters, who laboured over various imperial 
commissions, from portraits to landscapes and still lifes. Some were on scrolls of paper, others on 
stretched silk, a few were made into screens and other such ornaments. I admired their ability to 
paint with inks on silk, for it was fast work that must be perfect the first time, there was no room for 
error. It reminded me of fresco work, each stroke quick and light, the brush lifted away between each 
touch to avoid drips or inadvertent contamination. I tried using the inks myself and spent many hours 
experimenting with their colours and shades. They used rice paper which was stronger than I expected, 
as well as mulberry bark paper which came in vast sheets the size of blankets and which could not 
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be torn by a man’s bare hands. My tools had all been delivered and I spent time arranging them for 
my work: metal styluses, pencils and pens, inks, white and black chalks, pastels, watercolours and of 
course my oils.
“The Emperor prefers watercolours,” said Brother Arailza gloomily. “I have tried to persuade him 
of the quality of oils but he has stubborn tastes.”
I nodded, finding Arailza’s constant complaints about his work here somewhat tiresome. I was 
eager for a commission of my own. But I was made to wait. Nian Xiyao, a court official, had been 
assigned to me as a tutor for my first few months, to explain my duties, guide me in the meanings of 
local symbols and suchlike. He seemed to consider learning by rote the best way to educate me, and 
so I was made to repeat back the symbolism of bats, hedgehogs, persimmons, dragons and other such 
things until I thought I would go mad with boredom.
“I will learn best if I am commissioned,” I tried suggesting, but Xiyao only shook his head and 
continued unperturbed with his instruction until the first warmer days made their welcome reappearance.
“You are given the task of painting a view of the Garden,” he informed me at last.
I thought of the so-called ‘gardens’ I had seen in the Forbidden City so far. They were not what I 
would have called a garden, myself, being primarily composed of stone: not only the cobbles beneath 
one’s feet but also strange, twisted, dark rocks taller than a man. They were brought here from the 
South of the empire and apparently much admired for their natural beauty. There might be one or two 
trees, some pots of flowers, but they seemed almost out of place, surrounded by stone. Nevertheless I 
smiled, pleased at last to have work of my own to do. “Which garden is it?” I asked, hoping it might 
be the Emperor’s own.
“The Garden of Perfect Brightness,” said Xiyao.
I was beginning to grow accustomed to their lavish names for even the simplest of places. 
“Certainly,” I said. “Where is it?”
“A day’s travel to the northwest,” he said.
I stared at him. “What?”
“It was once the Emperor’s hunting ground,” he explained. “It is now the residence of Prince Yong, 
one of the Emperor’s sons.”
“And I am to paint it?”
“The Emperor wishes to commission a particular view of the Garden,” said Xiyao. “A view of the 
Prince’s own palace, seen from across the lake.”
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Clearly the garden in question was not some little courtyard after all. I was given an escort and 
a mule-cart, which was loaded up with my materials. I was advised that once there I was to join 
the painting studio located within the estate and to familiarise myself with the surroundings before 
carrying out my commission. There was no hurry, the commission was seen as part of my training in 
this, my new world.
Laura was jealous. “I have not even met the Emperor, only one of his senior ladies and she knew 
nothing about painting, she only played with her lapdog,” she complained when I told her. “And I have 
no commission.”
“You are an apprentice,” I reminded her.
“I am not,” she retorted. “I have completed my apprenticeship.”
“Well, you are still learning,” I amended. “Sketch the people who come to Mass. It will be practice 
for you in their costumes and physiognomy, as well as their customs. ”
“I want to come with you,” she said.
I shook my head. “We are in the Emperor’s employ,” I reminded her. “It is not for us to countermand 
his orders. Sketch the parishioners and await my return.”
She pouted but was there to wave me off when I departed Beijing for the country estate.
 
The roads were bumpy and I was glad towards the end of the day when we reached large gates set 
within a long wall of rose and cream-coloured rocks. Evidently the site was large, for I could not see 
the end of the wall as it stretched away into the distance. My mounted escort left me at the Eastern 
Gate, where a guard admitted me and guided me towards a cluster of studio buildings in a pleasingly 
green setting: a large area of grass with trees here and there in blossom. This, I was informed, was 
the studio where various artists were based when work was commissioned. In a small village named 
Hai-Tien some way distant from the estate was a house the Brothers had purchased where those of us 
working in the Garden were to sleep, for it would be impractical to return to Beijing every day. I was 
weary enough not to wish to explore that evening and instead viewed the studio and then retreated to 
the house, which had stables for the mules that we were to ride to the Garden each day. A serving girl 
gave me food. I ate and slept.
 
I woke early and rode a docile if slow mule back to the Eastern Gate to request entry. Once in, I 
determined to walk across the entire estate, to familiarise myself with it if I was to be based here for 
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a while.
Making my way along the edge of a small lake I came across a gardener kneeling by a tree, adding 
new flowering primroses to those already in bud.
“My name is Lang Shining,” I said, remembering just in time that I must offer my surname first, in 
the local fashion. “I am His Majesty’s painter. What is your name?”
The gardener stood and bowed with a smile. “My name is Kun,” he said.
I smiled back at him, he seemed a pleasant fellow. “I am seeking the Garden of Perfect Brightness,” 
I told him.
He spread his hands. “This is the Yuan Ming Yuan, the Garden of Perfect Brightness,” he said.
I frowned. “It is the name for the whole estate?”
“Yes.”
“I am to paint a view of Prince Yong’s palace,” I clarified.
“Nine Continents Clear and Calm,” he said, nodding. “It is a lake around which are set nine islets, 
on which the Prince and his ladies live.”
“Ah, I see,” I said. “And where is it?”
He gave me directions and I set off at a brisk walk.
But it was hard to walk swiftly for long. Kun’s directions took me along a tiny winding path which 
worked its way around a larger lake where willow trees dipped down to the water and an early-morning 
light mist drifted at its far side. The pale blue sky was filled with scudding clouds and everywhere I 
looked were the first signs of spring: tiny buds of pastel colours, a haze of green from the newly-leafed 
trees. The very air smelt of spring, a fresh wet scent of the earth while the early sun lit up everything 
around me with a delicate glow. I wished that I had my paints with me here and now and thought that 
I must paint my commission in this early light, no matter how many dawn risings it would take.
After some time I realised that I had perhaps misremembered or misunderstood Kun’s directions, 
for I had expected to see the lake he had mentioned, ringed with the palaces of the Prince and his ladies 
and yet still I found myself walking, beginning to see for myself just how large the estate must be. I 
reminded myself that after all there was no hurry and began to explore the tiny paths I found here and 
there, each temptingly hiding another view of the Garden. Unlike the formal gardens of a grand house 
at home or even the grounds of a monastery such as those where the Jesuits had offered me training 
for my mission, here I found it impossible to locate a standpoint offering a view of the entirety. Low 
hills surrounded me. Many of them I suspected to be manmade, deliberately restricting my view to the 
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immediate surroundings, before a few steps would take me beyond them and into another small area. 
Tiny streams were everywhere, linking up one lake after another until I began to think of the visit I had 
made years before to Venice. Here was the same delicacy of a water-rich landscape surrounded with 
both natural and man-made beauty: temples, circular ponds filled with large multicoloured fish and 
artfully clustered trees that reached out their blossom-laden branches. Coming to a far larger lake than 
those I had seen so far I found jetties at which were moored little rowing boats awaiting use.
At one of these I paused and then unhooked a mooring rope to free a small craft. Awkwardly, I 
climbed aboard and took up the oars. It took me a few moments to coordinate my strokes, so that the 
little boat bobbed this way and that before it steadied. Slowly I rowed across the large lake, circling 
around a building set in its very centre, perhaps a temple or simply a viewing point. It was surrounded 
by lanterns, now spent, their golden hues reflected in the stillness of the lake’s waters. Two black 
swans glided by, their crimson beaks dipping to one another.
I stopped rowing then and allowed the oars to rest within the boat. A slight breeze meant that the 
boat drifted slowly on the water but I paid it no mind. Something in me gave way. It seemed in that 
moment that all the tension of the past years: the waiting, the journey, making my way in a strange new 
world, the summons to court, the desire for a commission to prove my worth – that all of this was gone 
and instead I was simply here, in the place I had long dreamed of, fulfilling my ambitions. It was a 
strange place to have such a revelation, for in my ambitious daydreams I had imagined such a moment 
coming when I delivered to the Emperor a portrait or other commission that he would praise. And yet 
this place, this Garden of Perfect Brightness, seemed suddenly very aptly named to me, for I felt that I 
was surrounded by some strange clarity and happiness. I lay down in the boat and watched the clouds 
in the sky, their ever-changing nature suggesting first one form and then another, my mind content to 
watch as each shape came and went.
I must have lain there for some time, for the sun began to feel warm on my face. At last I sat up 
and looked about me. The boat had drifted close to the far shore and it was the work of only a few 
moments to row to a nearby jetty and fasten its moorings. I clambered to the top of one of the small 
hills and saw another, smaller lake, which might be the one I sought, though by now I was certain that I 
was thoroughly lost. No matter. I set off along the lakeside and passed one or two palaces, which made 
me believe that I might indeed be close to the Nine Islets, although the path I was on began to grow 
smaller and led away from the main lake. Ahead of me was a tiny path lined in bamboo, casting a dim 
green light over the way ahead, the dirt path leading somewhere further on. I turned back and paused 
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for a moment, uncertain whether to return the way I had come back to the larger, cobbled path or press 
on. But the little pathway, framed in the delicate green of fresh bamboo towering above my head, was 
too tempting. I turned to face it again, ready to explore further.
In the brief moment while I had paused with my back to the bamboo, a figure in green silk had 
come into my view.
 
The Emperor’s greyhound still guards the threshold of my memory palace. I am old enough to know 
better but still I pretend to myself that I pause here so that I may caress him. In truth I pause so that I 
may take a deep breath. Even now, I need to take a deep breath before I see her.
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Forty Views of the Yuan Ming Yuan
I have no-one else to confide in so, stumblingly, I tell Yan of my disastrous first meeting with my new 
husband and she, already fiercely loyal to me as her sole charge in her first official post, is indignant. 
“You’re taller than any of the ladies,” she declares.
I look down at my body as she bathes me. “I am not womanly,” I say sadly. I think of my mother 
and a few unbidden tears come.
Yan tuts. “I will feed you up.”
I can’t help but giggle but Yan takes her new task seriously. She begins by ordering larger portions 
of food to be served at every meal and plies me with sweet cakes at any opportunity between meals.
“He didn’t say I should be fatter,” I remonstrate.
“You’re too skinny anyway,” retorts Yan, certain of the path she is following. “You need to eat 
more and then your womanliness will come for sure.”
She spends hours sitting re-stitching my robes so that they are just that little more fitted, giving 
the illusion of curves where I have none, and I am touched by her efforts. Her mission gives her a 
new-found confidence and the ample food I am unable to finish adds some much-needed flesh to her 
own undernourished frame although she is still a head shorter than me.
But I quickly grow tired of this new life. The unending bathing, the dressing, the elaborately 
arranged hair which is only dismantled again each evening, the too-much food and sitting about bores 
me. I see the other ladies from time to time and they are always pleasant but their own lives are as 
sedate as mine. I find daily mah-jong tiresome and sitting with them makes me feel older than I really 
am, yet I do not feel I can roam about with their daughters, for fear of being thought childish.
 
“Let’s go out,” I say to Yan one day, already bored when I have only just finished breakfast.
“To the ladies?” asks Yan, obediently setting down her sewing.
“No,” I say.
“Where to, then?”
“I don’t know,” I confess. “Just out, before I go mad.”
Yan follows me, confused. I stand outside my home, gazing one way and another, before setting 
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off along a path I have never followed before. It leads away from the lake, through an avenue of 
tall bamboos and softly waving pink and white anemone flowers. I totter along in my high shoes, 
occasionally stumbling. Yan has to catch me twice and in the end I hold her hand as though we were 
friends and her sturdy clasp gives me better balance.
“Where are we going?” asks Yan after we have passed a tiny temple, its swooping golden roof and 
scarlet paint hidden amongst the tall bamboos.
“I want to see where we are,” I say.
Yan is bewildered. “In the Yuan Ming Yuan,” she says, as though I have lost my senses and need 
to be reminded of my new home’s name. “The Garden of Perfect Brightness.”
“I know that,” I pant irritably. We are walking up a small hill now. It’s a hill I would have run up 
a few months ago but it’s hot, my shoes are impossible and it’s been a long time since I did more than 
saunter fifty paces down to the lake’s edge. “But how big is it? What other buildings does it have in 
it? Do we have neighbours?”
Yan shakes her head. “I don’t know,” she says.
“Didn’t you walk through the whole estate when you arrived?” I ask.
“No,” says Yan. “I came through a side gate and the eunuch who brought me here led me along a 
little path through a grove of trees to the large lake, to your palace.”
I pause for breath. Yan waits while I gulp in air, her little face worried. She must be wondering 
what has possessed me, after months of barely setting foot outside my own rooms, to suddenly be 
wandering down hidden paths and panting up hills. I am beginning to wonder the same. What am I 
trying to find?
But a few moments later I have my answer, for we reach the top of the hill. We stand in silence, 
looking about us and then turn to stare at one another.
“It’s huge,” I breathe.
The Yuan Ming Yuan is no large garden or even multiple gardens. Instead it stretches as far as I 
can see in all directions. Yan and I turn about ourselves and gape at its size. The lake onto which my 
own palace faces, which I had considered large, is dwarfed by another, far off in the distance. There are 
rivers and canals entwined across the whole landscape. I can see a few buildings dotted about, some 
nestled delicately into the embrace of trees and flowers, almost hidden from view, others in clusters 
bigger than any of the palaces by our lake, almost tiny towns. I look at Yan and she looks back at 
me, open-mouthed.
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“I thought the lake and our palaces was all there was,” I say.
Yan nods, dumbstruck. It is as though we have lived in one tiny room for the past few months and 
suddenly opened a door to find that we live in a city.
“Can we go anywhere?” I ask.
Yan is looking about. “There’s a wall,” she says, pointing. I peer at where she is indicating, a 
cream and rose stone wall higher than a man, which stretches out into the distance. Slowly we make 
out that there is a grand entrance to the Garden, sitting at the southernmost wall. After that there are a 
number of official looking buildings, which follow on to the lake and our palaces. But this makes up 
only a third of the first part of the estate, somewhat square-shaped. To the east of this part sits another, 
far larger square of land, the centre of which is a huge lake. Even further along, we can just make out 
another square, perhaps the size of our own plot. And finally, sitting below that, a smaller, less neatly-
shaped area. We assume from what we can see that there is a perimeter wall surrounding the entirety 
of the Garden.
“We should explore all of it,” I say, excited. “We can go to a new part every day!”
 
“Off again?” calls Lady Mao.
I nod and she waves, laughing. I think she finds my explorations amusing. I am sure she thinks I 
am turning back into the country girl from the hunting grounds I was before marriage rather than the 
overly-daintily-dressed concubine she first met by the lakeside. We spend most of our days outdoors. 
My cloud-climbing shoes are left back at the palace and instead I wear sturdy boots and fur-lined coats 
as the autumn descends on us. Behind me tramps Yan, bundled up against the cold. The brisk wind 
turns our cheeks pink even as the leaves turn red. We stride through waving golden chrysanthemums 
as big as our outstretched hands and scramble up the small but steep man-made hills surrounding us. 
Our hair blows every which way, pins falling as quickly as the leaves from the trees. When we are 
worn out we descend to the level of the lakes and follow canals and rivers to find our way home, where 
Yan pours cup after cup of hot tea and stokes up the kangs to warm us. Every day we find new sights. 
We pass temples and offices, the kitchens and even a vegetable garden, immaculately hoed and ready 
for the new sowing season to come. We find orchards of fruit trees, scattered with artful care across 
sloping fields as though each tree had planted its own children.
“What will it be like in spring?” murmurs Yan.
“Beautiful,” I say, imagining clouds of blossom.
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Snow falls like petals and we look out of the windows at the frozen lake. Yan hums lullabies and 
I drink hot tea until the drifts are deep enough, then I drag her outside and throw snowballs at her. At 
first she does not retaliate but then, quick fingered, she shapes a small ball and knocks off my little 
fur cap. After that, the snowballs fly fast between us and I know that my once-shy maid has become 
a friend.
 
My first year passes. The wisps of hair between my legs turn into a soft down. My hips, once so 
narrow, become curved. My breasts ache and then grow from tiny buds to rounded cups, causing Yan 
to beam each time she bathes me.
“Prince Yong will call for you now,” she promises me, when my first bleeding comes. She is proud 
of her work, as though she had moulded my new body herself.
I blush. “Don’t be silly, Yan,” I say. “He will have forgotten all about me.” But secretly I hope that 
he will remember me and that when I am summoned he will note with approval that I am no longer a 
child. I lift my chin as I think of being a real woman, desired by her husband, perhaps even favoured 
above the older ladies. I don’t want to be part of a jealous war but still, it would be nice to be singled 
out. Perhaps I could be noticed for my beauty or elegance or some such trait, like the women in the 
romantic stories my mother and aunts were fond of. I might be known as the Prince’s favourite. I 
cannot help making up little daydreams in which I am such a favourite, although my imagination fails 
at the thought of what would actually happen between the Prince and myself behind closed doors.
But he does not call for me. We hear that he is sent by the Emperor to manage a flooding along the 
Yellow River and does well, is praised for his hard work and diligence. More papers arrive for him 
to work on, he is often gone from the Yuan Ming Yuan. When he does reside there, the women of his 
household are not called for very often. Those that are do not even boast, only tell me with a resigned 
shrug that he does not linger with them. He is known for his kindness and gentleness towards us all, 
but shows little interest in our lives. He sends gifts to all of us without favouring one or another, and 
the nature of his gifts are such that I suspect that he appoints this task to one of the eunuchs and that our 
names are simply ticked off a list – conventional gifts of fruits, of flowers, perhaps hairpins or other 
delicate jewellery for our birthdays, a fan, game or other trinket for important occasions. Sometimes I 
wonder if he has forgotten me entirely, although when I see him at the celebrations for the New Year, 
which come just after my own birthday he at least seems to be aware of when I was born.
“Happy birthday,” he says politely.
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“Thank you for your gift,” I reply, as though to a kindly aunt.
He smiles and nods without replying.
 
In the summer of my fourteenth year I take up archery. I used to play with my brothers’ bows and 
thinking of them now I have my own bow made and arrows tipped with colourful feathers. Yan sets 
my targets and retrieves my arrows, and in return I teach her to shoot as well as I do. We become 
accomplished, but there is no one to praise our efforts excepting ourselves. I wonder whether my 
brothers would still beat me or whether I would shame them with my accuracy. In the heat of the 
summer I request a boat and we row – at first badly, then with greater confidence – on the lakes and 
explore every part of the Garden, from the great lake in the centre, which I now know is called the 
Sea of Blessings, across ever smaller lakes and down canals and tiny rivers which sometimes end up 
as minor streams or springs and from which we have to drift backwards to return to a place where 
our boat can turn round. No-one knows this place as well as we do. The servants only hurry from one 
designated spot to another. The Prince’s other women prefer to follow well-worn paths – from one 
palace to another, from the boating lake to the shrines, from their mah-jong tiles to their own quarters: 
they do not venture further afield. The Garden is a quiet place, Yan and I can wander a whole day and 
see only the odd servant pass by or a guard in the distance if we venture close to the perimeter walls.
 
New Year comes round again. The Prince wishes me a happy fifteenth birthday, I thank him for his 
gift. He nods and smiles.
I grow bolder. The Garden is my home now. I may ask for anything and it will be done. I may dress 
how I please, for no-one of note will see me. Who is to care how I behave or how I appear? The autumn 
rains fall and after days of staying indoors I take an old robe of Yan’s and we venture outside, where 
we make little streams and dams out of mud and twigs, stones and flowers.
“You’re not five!” Yan yelps.
I laugh and reach out a filthy finger to paint her nose with mud. She slaps her hand in a puddle to 
splash my face and by the time we return home it is almost dark and our clothes will probably make 
the laundry maids weep.
 
It is New Year and there are fireworks. I pass Prince Yong who wishes me a happy sixteenth birthday. 
I thank him for his gift. I have almost forgotten that he is my husband. It is more like being a younger 
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daughter to an often-absent father.
 
“Happy birthday, my dear,” says Lady Mao a few days later. The other ladies join in wishing me long 
life and happiness. Today I have dressed elegantly and joined them in Lady Mao’s palace. I make an 
effort to play mah-jong and listen to their conversation. They give me little trinkets – a string of prayer 
beads, silk flowers for my hair. Only Lady Qi is absent. She does not join the other women when we 
sit. I take the opportunity of perhaps being considered old enough for gossip to ask about her and at 
once their voices drop lower.
“She is ambitious,” says Lady Mao.
“Ambitious for what?” I ask.
“She has two living sons. She wants one of them to be the Prince’s heir.”
It seems a small ambition. There are no other living sons, so her ambition would appear to be 
already achieved. I shrug. “If she has the only living sons…” I say.
Lady Mao makes a face. “She would also like Prince Yong to be made Crown Prince.”
“But there is already a Crown Prince.”
Lady Mao nods and lowers her voice. “Of course. But there are rumours that the Emperor is 
displeased with his conduct. The Kangxi Emperor has more than thirty sons and at least twelve could 
be considered for the position of heir. He could demote the Crown Prince and appoint another son in 
his place, should he so wish. This is what Lady Qi dreams of.”
I grimace. “She has a lot of dreams.”
The others giggle and we play on. Only as I return to my own place do I catch a rare glimpse of 
Lady Qi outside her own home. Even after three years here I have only seen her a handful of times. I 
change my course a little to avoid her, for I do not like her cold eyes and her fixed stare. But she seems 
uneasy to see me herself and disappears promptly into her own rooms. I wonder about her behaviour 
but later I see a male figure leaving her palace as dusk falls. I wonder who it is and where Lady Qi’s 
loyalties lie. I tell Yan and she, curious after the gossip I passed on to her, makes it her mission to spy 
on Lady Qi. It does not take long before we realise that she often has visitors, men in sumptuous robes 
who, however, appear quietly and without an entourage, who visit with her for a short period only 
before quickly making their way out of the Yuan Ming Yuan and heading back towards Beijing.
“Is she being unfaithful to Prince Yong, do you think?” asks Yan.
I shake my head. “I don’t know, but surely if she is ambitious for her sons she would not want to 
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be discovered being unfaithful? She would be dishonoured, maybe even sentenced to death and they 
might be set aside rather than being heirs.”
“There’s no-one to take their place,” points out Yan. “Unless one of you ladies has a child.”
“Not much chance of that,” I tell her and she makes a face that shows what she thinks of Prince 
Yong for ignoring me all this time, something she takes as a personal affront.
 
“Perhaps we could plant blossoming trees on the island in the Sea of Blessings,” I say. “Think how 
pretty it would be.”
Yan nods.
“I need one of the gardeners,” I say. “Can you arrange for one?”
Yan makes enquiries and on a bright late winter’s day a young eunuch presents himself at my 
palace. He is my own height, with a pleasant face burnt brown by the sun and a ready smile. He bows 
before pointing to a boat by the water’s edge, which is filled with young saplings, ready to be planted.
“Cherries,” he says, when I ask.
Yan and I row ahead of him to our favourite place, the tiny island on the Sea of Blessings lake and 
I tell him where I want him to place the trees. Yan busies herself with making hot tea and I indicate 
that she should offer him some as well.
“Rose petals,” says Yan, passing him the tea with a superior air. “I dried them myself.”
He bows to me and takes the tea, smiling at Yan. He has done a good day’s work and I wave him 
goodbye when we part. But the next time we visit the island to check on the trees he is there again, 
although I have not summoned him. We are used to having the island to ourselves.
“What are you doing here?” asks Yan, none too politely.
“Planting roses for you,” he says, looking directly at her as though it was the most natural thing in 
the world. I have to stifle a laugh at Yan’s expression.
“What is your name?” I ask, for I know she will not ask and something tells me she will want 
to know.
“Kun,” he says.
I think perhaps they are well suited, this man of the earth who has dreamt up an island of roses for 
an insignificant little maid and my swallow Yan who is so practical and hardworking but inside has a 
soft little heart. I sigh as we leave the island.
“What’s wrong?” asks Yan.
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“It’s a shame he is a eunuch,” I say, unable to keep my thoughts to myself.
“What do I care what he is?” splutters Yan and I know her thoughts matched mine.
But now that we have met him Kun seems to be everywhere. We go rowing and he is on the lake, 
clearing away dead lotus leaves. We walk along secluded paths and there he is, sweeping away old 
leaves or planting new bulbs for springtime. He does not speak to us unless I speak first, for that would 
be presumptuous, but he bows to me and smiles at Yan and I smile back, while she looks this way and 
that and does not know how to respond at all. So she scowls.
 
Yan has a headache and is being grumpy, so I set out alone, along a tiny path thickly planted with 
primroses. The early spring day is marked with strange cloud formations that keep my eyes on the sky 
rather than what is in front of me. I startle when a dark shape appears on the path ahead of me.
“I beg your pardon,” says a man’s voice in stumbling Mandarin. I step back, alarmed.
The man before me is dressed in a scholar’s dark robes but he is not Manchu, nor Chinese. He is a 
Westerner. His eyes and hair are a dark brown and his skin is coloured by the sun. I have only ever seen 
two such before, at the hunting grounds. They were elderly Jesuit priests, in service to the Emperor. 
This man is young. Their beards were long and grey whereas his is short. The old men I saw years ago 
were stooped and pale, their skin sheltered but their backs warped by years of study in cloistered rooms. 
I saw them only briefly and at some distance, for we were not permitted to approach the imperial party. 
This man is tall and is standing only ten paces away from me. He is staring at me as though I were a 
ghost. I am probably doing the same. I close my mouth and try to regain my composure.
“Who are you?” I ask and it comes out too haughty.
He makes a bow that must be how they bow in his country, one foot behind the other, both legs 
bent, one arm out to his side. He does it smoothly, but it looks strange in the robes he is wearing and 
as he finishes it I see him recall that this is not how to present himself here. He tries instead to bow as 
we do and does it badly, unsure of how low he should go and where his hands should be.
His double bow makes me bow in return, although I am not quite sure whether I should be bowing 
at all.
“My name is Giuseppe Castiglione, I am here to serve with the Jesuits as a painter,” he says and 
at the frown on my face he amends what he has said. “You may wish to call me Lang Shining,” he 
says, pronouncing it with excessive care, the ‘Shining’ emerging almost correctly as ‘shur-ning’. “The 
Emperor has been so kind as to bestow a new name on me, for he says that my name is hard for people 
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here to speak.”
“Cast-eel…” I begin, but see that he wants to laugh. Something stubborn in me makes me shake 
my head. “I do not need you to have a new name,” I say. “Say your real name again.”
He says it more slowly. “Joo-se-pe,” he says. “Castiglione is my family name.”
I struggle but finally I say his name and he nods, smiling as though relieved that he is able to 
converse with someone here, even in his poor Mandarin.
“And your name?” he asks.
“Niuhuru,” I say. I do not say who I am. I am not even sure why. Surely I should have told him that 
I am Prince Yong’s concubine? But it is too late. He is already trying to pronounce my name, which he 
manages better. I smile. But now I am unsure of what to do next. We stand on the path in silence and 
at last I gesture awkwardly at the path beyond him. “I… go that way,” I manage, wondering why I am 
simplifying my speech as though to a child.
He moves out of my way at once, stepping aside and bowing again as I pass, this time remembering 
to bow as we do.
I walk away. I don’t look back, because that would be to show an unseemly amount of interest in a 
strange man, but when I come to a little hill I climb it more quickly than usual and scan the landscape 
below me to see where the Jesuit was headed. But he is gone. When I reach my own home I am about 
to tell Yan about my strange encounter with the Jesuit but find myself remaining silent, as though I am 
unable to summon up the right words to describe him, although the image of him is bright before my 
eyes when I close them.
 
The next day and the day after that I am up early and fretting to be out and about, striding through the 
Yuan Ming Yuan’s vast expanse as though searching for something lost. Yan mutters something about 
household chores but she is willing to follow me on my explorations, although she does insist on at 
least having something to eat and some hot tea first. “It’s still winter,” she chides.
I laugh. “It’s springtime,” I tell her, standing in my doorway and looking out across the lake, 
turning my head this way and that. There is a pale green haze spreading across the trees as their new 
leaves emerge and everywhere I smell wet earth. There is a freshness in the air that makes me fidget.
“What’s the hurry?” asks Yan, after we have rushed along the little path I took the day before, 
climbed the highest hill I can find, hurried back down and gone to find a boat. “Where are you trying 
to go? What are you looking for?”
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Who, I think. Who am I looking for?
We row down one canal and then another. Yan is getting annoyed by my distracted air. “Go to the 
little island,” she commands at last, as though I were her maid and she my mistress. “Let’s see if any 
of the trees have blossomed or whether that eunuch has killed them all.”
“His name is Kun,” I remind her, although I know she needs no reminding.
She shrugs as though his name is of no interest but her cheeks are already pink. I can see her 
leaning forward a little as we approach the island and look over my shoulder to see that the first cherry 
trees are indeed flowering, some white, some pink. And there is a figure on the island already, a man 
in a blue robe. I smile to myself. Kun must be looking after the saplings, he has an uncanny knack for 
being wherever we are. I would almost say he was spying on our movements. My back to the island, I 
pull harder on the oars and smile as I watch Yan pretend not to look at our destination. It is only when 
she gets out of the boat that I hear her gasp as though she has stubbed her toe. I finish tying up the 
boat and turn, to find her folded up on the rough gravel of the shore. Standing over her is Prince Yong. 
My husband.
My mouth opens but nothing comes out. I am suddenly, horribly, conscious of the informality of 
my robes and hair, of having ordered the planting of these trees without my husband’s permission, of 
having rowed here as though I were a servant rowing my maid, of… of… most dreadfully of secretly 
having been looking for a man, a stranger, a Jesuit Westerner that I have met only once, whom I have 
been seeking without even knowing why. I am sure it is written all over my face. I am very aware of 
my husband standing closer to me than he has done since the first time I met him in his bedchamber, 
of being almost alone with him rather than in a crowd.
“Highness,” I half-whisper.
Yan quickly rises to her feet and creeps a little way off, pretending she is out of earshot.
I manage something like a bow, possibly the worst and most inelegant bow ever performed by a 
concubine to her lord. When I straighten I find I have grown more than I realised since coming here. I 
am almost as tall as the Prince.
Yong looks at me with his head on one side. “Niuhuru,” he says. He says it as though he has 
dredged my name up out of some far-off memory.
I nod, unsure whether he is simply naming me or whether he is asking a question, possibly ‘what 
on earth are you doing here, looking like that?’.
He is silent for a moment. Then he turns and gestures at the trees. “You ordered them planted?”
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“Yes,” I mutter. I wonder whether I should apologise at once, to save being reprimanded.
His face is still turned away from me. “Why?”
“I – I thought it would look beautiful in the springtime with flowering trees. I thought the falling 
petals would look like snow.” What a stupid thing to say, I think. Why did I not ask for his permission? I 
swallow, feeling cold and small. I wish Yan was closer to me, so that I could clasp her hand for courage.
He turns back and looks at me in silence. I wait. Then he smiles. A full, warm smile, such as I have 
never seen from him before. Suddenly he looks younger. His usual expression, of serious attention to 
duty, is lightened. He actually looks happy. “They are perfect,” he says.
I don’t know how to respond, so I only smile back. It is hard not to respond to this new smile of his.
“Plant whatever you wish,” he says. “It seems we are of one mind, you and I. You see this place as 
I see it. It is a refuge, a taste of the gardens of the Immortals. A place to have one’s worries taken away. 
A place to fortify the soul. A place to be happy and free, unshackled by the expectations of others. It is 
unlike anywhere else in the empire.”
I almost say that I don’t know what he’s talking about. The Yuan Ming Yuan is just a large country 
estate, however pretty it is. It is simply my home, now that I have lived here for some time. But I 
catch myself before I speak. Here we are, I in a violet robe that, although made of silk, is about as 
simple a robe as one could have made, especially when paired with my sturdy, muddied boots. He is so 
plainly dressed that I mistook him for a eunuch from a distance. And this is the first real conversation 
together we have had in three years and he is speaking to me as though I were a friend, someone who 
understands his thoughts and feelings. Slowly, I nod.
He nods back as though we have settled on something. “I must return to my work,” he says. He 
looks about him at the trees and then turns back to me. “Beautiful,” he says and smiles again, before 
walking briskly away, towards the eastern shore where his boat must be moored.
Yan hurries back to my side. I give her a surprised smile at what has just occurred. “He said the 
trees were beautiful!” I say, pleased with his praise and hugely relieved at how well this unexpected 
meeting has gone.
Yan is grinning a mischievous grin, her eyes alight with pride. “He was looking at you when he 
said ‘beautiful’,” she points out. “He wasn’t looking at the trees.”
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The Screen of Twelve Beauties
Her eyes were grey.
I clung to this certainty, for everything else in my life had changed.
Even at mass, which I had to attend more frequently than was my natural inclination, the music 
and liturgy that should have been comfortingly familiar was strange to my ears. They had their own 
instruments here unlike those to which I had been used and the brothers, wishing to make their 
devotions seem more familiar to their new converts, allowed their use in the church, as well as some 
songs to be sung in Mandarin. The unmelodic wailing combined with the sudden crashing of gongs 
and strange cymbals in the full midst of the service startled me the first time I heard it, turning sounds 
known to me from childhood into something strange and unknown, my own faith, such as it was, into 
a strange ritual devoid of meaning.
Most of all I struggled with the very thing that should have been my saving grace, my anchor in 
this strange sea: my skills and talent as a painter. After my initial success with the Kangxi Emperor, I 
had expected that my skills would be much admired and rewarded, that I would be master to grateful 
apprentices. Instead I received a rude awakening when my work arrived and I unpacked some of it to 
show the painters here, intending to instruct them in the techniques used by Western masters.
Xiyao, my assistants and the other painters stood around me, curious. But despite showing them 
numerous sketches and paintings, I was met only with puzzlement regarding the correct use of 
perspective, for they had only the most rudimentary grasp of how we Western artists used it, their own 
work using an oddly different approach.
Xiyao intervened, interrupting an explanation. “Shining, you must learn to use our own watercolours 
and inks rather than your oils. And also to paint onto rice paper or silk.”
“Why?”
“Supplies of your own materials will be harder to obtain here. And also, the Emperor and the court 
prefer local materials to be used.”
In vain I tried to explain that oils might bring a greater depth of texture, that the canvasses seemed 
to my mind more robust than rice paper. I was met only with stubborn silence followed by an insistence 
on their own ways. Silently, I determined that I would paint a full portrait in my own style, so that they 
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might see once and for all how superior the technique was.
 
Her eyes were grey.
The very straight black hair and pale ivory skin of the women I had seen here I had already grown 
used to in only a few months here. The shape of the eyes, also. All brown of course, but that was hardly 
a novelty to me, since most of my countrymen also had dark eyes, myself included.
But her eyes were grey. Startled as I wandered, I had almost thought her a spirit of the Garden: 
the pale skin and eyes, the long loose hair whipped about her face, a lone woman in the deserted 
landscape. I tried to recollect the colour of her robe, what exactly she had said to me, how she had 
moved, the faint scent of her as she passed by me. All of it gone, details that I would usually notice 
and commit to memory to enable me to reproduce them faithfully with my paints. Gone. I was left 
with a confused feeling, something like desperation but I did not know what for. I had only her name, 
which I mouthed silently to myself, afraid of forgetting it amidst the too-many new things surrounding 
me daily. And her eyes. Strange, yet compelling in their difference. I could not stop thinking of them.
I picked up my brush and mixed a colour, which was wrong. Too blue. The next, too brown. The 
third, too dark. My trusted skills, dismissed and failing me in this cursed place.
“I need to see her again,” I muttered.
“Master?”
An assistant, standing by too eagerly, noticing my mutterings and failed attempts too closely. “Do 
you need something?”
I shook my head, hoping he would leave me be, then closed my eyes and tried to see the colour 
once more.
“You are summoned.”
I turned. Xiyao. “What?”
“You are summoned.”
“The Emperor?” I asked, already moving towards the door, knowing that such a summons required 
an immediate response.
“His son.”
“Son?”
“Prince Yong. Fourth prince.”
“Are there many?” I asked, following dutifully. A fourth prince did not sound very high-ranking 
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and I knew he had not been named the Crown Prince. So he would not be his father’s heir, only a 
lesser prince, bound to serve a future emperor-brother. Then again, he had been given this estate, the 
Yuan Ming Yuan, by his father the Emperor and so perhaps had been somehow singled out for praise 
and honours.
“More than thirty,” said Xiyao. He walked swiftly, across a small bridge and onwards, as I hurried 
to keep pace, shaking my head at the thought of thirty princes, all vying for one throne, for I had been 
informed that they did not follow primogeniture as we would have done at home. Surely, I found 
myself reflecting, making the first son heir would prove the simplest solution when faced with such a 
multitude of offspring? Did these people not wish to learn anything from us?
We followed the curve of a lake’s edge. Ancient willows dipped the tips of their tumbling branches 
into the shore-ripples of the water, while further into the lake the buds and first flowers of lotuses rose 
up from their fresh green pads. Winding paths led away from the water’s edge and up towards small 
palaces, which ringed the lake. One was entwined with an ancient wisteria, its bare branches encasing 
the palace like a bird’s nest. I thought that soon it would create a glorious frame of tumbling purple 
flowers. Still I looked about me, conscious that the path I had followed had led here, that the woman 
I had met must have passed by this place before she met me. I wondered if she was a maid, although 
I had been told that all the maids wore blue robes with red hair ribbons to tie their neat plaits. The 
woman – Niuhuru – she was not dressed as a maid, but neither did she wear the elaborate hair of a 
court lady or concubine. Perhaps she really was a spirit?
“Prince Yong’s residence,” announced Xiyao and I found myself ushered into the receiving hall of 
a lakeside palace far larger than those we had passed until now.
“Shining.” A clear voice, quiet but purposeful.
I found myself before the Prince, a man perhaps my own age, of a similar stature. He was dressed 
less ostentatiously than two of the other princes whom I had met so far in my time here but there was 
something in the way he carried himself that reminded me of his father the Emperor: a regal bearing.
“Highness.” I bowed.
He gestured to me to follow him. “How is your Mandarin? Do you still have need of an interpreter?”
I shook my head. “I manage better, Your Highness. I have daily lessons and hope I am improving. 
Although I am sure there is still much to learn.”
“There is always something to learn,” the Prince said, almost wearily. We had reached a room 
that appeared to be his study. There were so very many papers on and about his desk that most people 
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would have allowed them to become a jumble of confusion, but it was clear even from a distance that 
they were laid out in a strict order. The prince took a chair and indicated that I should be seated.
“You have a most beautiful estate,” I said. “It is a pleasure to be based here, in the studio.”
He gave a brief smile and nodded. His serious face was much lightened by the smile and I thought 
that this was a man who should smile more and take his duties a little less seriously.
“I wish to commission an artwork,” he said.
I made a small bow in my seat. “I would be most honoured,” I said. I found myself hoping it 
would be a large piece of work including the portrait I had in mind, for until now I felt that I had only 
made small sketches here and there and mostly been instructed on how not to paint. I longed to show 
something of the skills I believed I possessed, the skills for which, after all, I had been selected by the 
Brothers. I believed that if I could show what I was capable of and the prince were to be pleased, I 
might yet change the painting conventions used and find my place here.
“A decorative screen,” specified the Prince. “It will be used to adorn this room and it should be 
titled The Screen of Twelve Beauties.”
I found myself wondering whether this seemingly severe and dutiful man was asking me to paint 
for him the kind of images of a woman that in my own country might be concealed within snuff boxes 
and other trinkets, for a man’s personal viewing pleasures. Surely the Prince was not asking me to 
paint such images on a large screen to decorate his study?
“I would like each lady to be viewed within a setting of nature,” the Prince continued. “And to 
show her perhaps undertaking a task to indicate her breeding and cultured mind. Reading, or perhaps 
studying a work of art… You can bring me the first preparatory sketch to approve within a month, 
along with your ideas for the others.”
I nodded, still uncertain of what exactly the Prince was asking of me. I did not dare to ask for 
clarification, even as I bowed on leaving his presence.
 
“A classical idea,” said Xiyao, when I recounted the commission. “Each lady should symbolise an 
ideal of beauty. I can show you some examples.”
“Please do,” I said. I felt my shoulders drop with relief as he showed me various examples, all of 
them fully-clothed. “Of course,” I said, with enthusiasm. “I shall begin at once.”
I wandered through the Garden, noting particular settings or plants that would provide suitable 
backdrops. I thought that with their being twelve beauties, it would be suitable to have them posed 
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in the twelve months of the year and asked whether a gardener could be assigned to me for a day to 
describe the plants of each season, as I had not yet been here long enough to observe them all. Xiyao 
sent me the pleasant young eunuch Kun, whom I had encountered on my first day in the Garden. He 
walked alongside me and described what would be in flower or fruit in different seasons. He also 
pointed out structures that might be suitable, owing to their being covered with flowers: a lotus-framed 
palace, one wrapped in climbing roses.
“That one is the most beautiful,” he said, pointing to the wisteria-entwined palace I had already 
noted. I could see the first buds of the purple flowers beginning to emerge. Seeing their first haze of 
growth I closed my eyes and in a rush saw the woman again, standing before me as I had first seen her. 
I dismissed Kun and all but ran back to the studio, to paint her before she disappeared again.
A frame of endless tumbling wisteria flowers, their rich purple almost like the dark bunches of 
grapes from home. Standing within it, the shape of a woman. Her robe a pale green, almost as though 
she herself was the stem holding up the multitude of flowers. Her hands should have been reaching 
up to touch the petals in a classical pose but were instead held up in a startled gasp. Long and black, 
set loose about her shoulders, her hair was unkempt from the wind’s strength. Her eyes were grey and 
open wide as she met an unseen man, a stranger. I ignored the warnings I had been given and instead 
painted her as I would have painted her at home, oil on canvas, the shade falling across her face.
I called for Xiyao, wanting to show him the painting. I was confident that he would acknowledge, 
now that he could see a completed painting, the impact of the techniques I used.
His eyes lit up with recognition when he saw the image before him. “Lady Niuhuru,” he said 
at once and I felt something in me turn over. I looked at him without speaking and he frowned and 
pointed more clearly at the painting, as though speaking to a fool.
“Lady Niuhuru,” he said again. “Her eyes are like that. And the wisteria palace is her home,” 
he added.
There was a sudden moment when I wanted to strike him for having noticed her strange grey eyes. 
A madness gone in an instant, since anyone not half-blind would observe her eyes at once. And then a 
sense of falling as I heard, after they were spoken, his other words. “Her home?”
Xiyao nodded. “Lady Niuhuru lives there,” he said.
“Who is Lady Niuhuru?” I asked and even as I asked him the question I wanted to stop up his 
mouth, to unask the question because something told me that her title meant something I did not wish 
to hear.
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“She is Gege to the fourth Prince,” said Xiyao.
“Gege?” I asked, still hoping for some other word, some reprieve. My Mandarin was not good 
enough for this specific title and yet I knew the meaning of the word he had proffered before I had to 
ask him to translate it.
“Concubine.”
I wanted to ask something else but my mind was a confusion of thoughts that I could not even name.
Xiyao, meanwhile, was shaking his head. “Lady Niuhuru is not a suitable subject for the screen,” 
he told me briskly, as a housewife might discard a bruised fruit.
“Why not?”
“Images of Beauties should be idealised examples of beauty. They are not intended to portray real 
people.” He paused. “And Lady Niuhuru… is anyway not really a true beauty,” he added, lowering his 
voice as though to avoid causing offence to an absent Prince Yong. “Her eyes are rather odd and she is 
extremely tall. They say she was chosen as something of a joke by Lady Que Hui, because her father 
was a lowly official and Prince Yong likes to think that any man may rise through diligence and hard 
work. So Lady Que Hui thought he should have a concubine from a modest background. Usually the 
concubines are chosen from more high-ranking families.”
I did not want to hear more about her, to hear details of how she was seen by others.
“But you can see what I mean about the technique,” I said, almost curtly. “It is far superior to that 
used here.”
Xiyao was still shaking his head. “This…” he began, indicating the heavy shading, “this… it looks 
like dirt.”
I smiled, feeling myself on safer ground. “It is shading,” I explained, adopting the kindly tone my 
master had used with me when I was still a boy. “We call it chiaroscuro. It means ‘light and dark’ and 
through its use in a painting, especially of a person as you can see here, can be used to give depth and 
the illusion of the body’s contours being present, rather than flattened onto canvas.” I paused, waiting 
for him to acknowledge that I was right, but he was already shaking his head again. I almost wanted 
to slap him to make him stop.
“The effect is inauspicious. It appears as dirt and would be entirely unsuitable for painting most 
subjects and particularly portraits.” He almost shuddered as a thought crossed his mind. “Most certainly 
not of the Emperor or his family.” He nodded at my bemused expression. “Your predecessors here also 
had to learn to paint without using this method, in our own style. Did the Brothers not tell you? Allow 
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me to show you some examples.” He hurried away.
I stood alone, feeling like a fool. I tried to imagine painting without the techniques that I had used 
ever since I was apprenticed to my master’s studio. Now approaching my thirtieth year, I had spent 
close to two decades painting in this way. I could not help feeling irritated. What had I been brought 
here for? What had I promised my life to? Had the brothers lied to me, promised me that I might 
share my skills with devoted disciples whilst knowing full well that I would be obliged to become the 
student, rather than the master I had envisioned?
Xiyao returned. “Coronation portraits of previous Emperors,” he said, gesturing to two minor 
eunuchs to help him roll out a variety of scrolls. On each appeared a past monarch, glorious in imperial 
yellow, bedecked with precious stones, magnificent on their carved thrones.
They looked like a child’s paper dolls, flat and lifeless, gaudy but inert. No painter worthy of the 
name in Europe would consider painting like this. I nodded, wordlessly, as portrait after portrait was 
displayed before me. Emperors, lesser nobility, even animals: all lifeless. I felt my excitement for this 
post drain away and with it came the weight of knowing I was trapped here.
 
Time passed and still I struggled. The screen was completed with input from the other painters of the 
imperial studios, so much so that I barely recognised it as my own work, despite a half-hearted attempt 
to introduce a linear Western perspective, which they found unusual, although Xiyao seemed to have 
at least some interest in it. I found little pride in the finished screen when it was delivered to the prince, 
who nevertheless seemed pleased with it. I was not allowed the use of chiaroscuro and without it the 
non-existent women portrayed seemed devoid of life to me. The unusual symbols used around them, 
which I had dutifully tried to memorise (bats mean fertility, mushrooms promise good luck, a calabash 
augurs many sons), seemed only a meaningless jumble of objects.
 
Laura, meanwhile, pestered me endlessly to look at her work.
“Very well,” I said at last, exasperated at the failure of my own attempts. “Show me what you have 
been working on, then.”
She put a sheaf of papers in front of me and I began to leaf through them. She was accomplished 
at sketching, she caught the quick small details that made an image come alive: a design on a sleeve, 
the turn of a head, the weight of a heavy burden being carried past.
“You will have to learn to do without chiaroscuro,” I said, explaining what I had been told.
74
“How?” she asked, echoing my own thoughts.
“I don’t know,” I said honestly, for once unable to play the part of all-knowing master to her 
apprentice. “We will have to find a new way. Perhaps lighter shading, but I have tried it and it does not 
work: they will still see it as ‘inauspicious dirt’ – I snorted at the idea – and we will see it as inadequate 
to convey the depth that we must strive for. Show me the parishioners you have sketched.”
She hesitated, but brought me another sheaf of papers. I looked at the first image, a woman caught 
looking over her shoulder as she entered the church, her gaze direct at the viewer, curious and yet bold. 
Even in a rough sketch Laura had caught the sunlight touching her hair, the flowers in it, the expression 
on her face.
“Very nice,” I said without looking up. “Who is she, do you know?”
“A Madam Guo,” said Laura. She did not elaborate.
I turned to the next image. The same woman, this time at prayer, her hands clasped in front of her, 
her head bowed.
The next, her gaze uplifted towards the altar.
Then her mouth open, the rest of her face only hinted at, as she sang a hymn.
Another, as she stood, one hand on the pew for balance, her fingertips spread out.
And again, this time passing Laura again as she left the church, her face closer, lips half-parted, 
eyes fully wide, fixed on the viewer, on Laura.
I looked up from the images at Laura. Her cheeks were flushed, a delicate stain of pink on 
her collarbones.
“They are very good,” I said slowly.
She said nothing.
“We are in such a different place,” I said to her gently. “We find ourselves enchanted by what is 
new to us, do we not? How strange it all is here, how we long to pin down what it is that makes it so. 
We think our skills must be able to do this for us, for they have never failed us yet, and yet they fail us. 
We try again and again and yet we cannot grasp what it is that we see. But perhaps it is ourselves who 
must change, who must grow used to what we see. Perhaps the magic will fade a little, perhaps it will 
become commonplace and then we will depict what we see with our accustomed ease.”
She nodded quickly, her cheeks still pink and did not reply, only took back the sheaf of papers and 
hurried away. I let her go, thinking that this was a lesson to myself as much as Laura. I must learn to 
see this place as it really was. It was different, no more nor less.
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The portrait of Niuhuru I rolled up and put away in a corner of the studio, telling myself that I had 
learned many valuable lessons in undertaking the screen commission, not least that I must set to and 
learn the many different symbols of my new home and that I had to find a way to share my own skills 
in a way that would be acceptable. I did not look at it again.
 
Once inside my memory palace there is a hidden winding path lined with bamboo. Within it she 
stands, surrounded by flowers. Her hands raised as I startle her in her wanderings, her grey eyes wide. 
It was the last time I painted the way I had been taught. I never saw the portrait again and perhaps after 
many years it was destroyed, yet as I walk in my mind along the lake’s edge of the Yuan Ming Yuan 
she is always there, her image bright as the first moment I saw her, when a madness took hold of me.
It has not left me yet.
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Lilies Tangled by Peonies
The wisteria blooms, indicating the fourth anniversary of my arrival here. My palace is covered in 
the purple flowers and the Yuan Ming Yuan bursts into late spring: no longer a delicate blossom in a 
high-up branch or a hidden primrose here and there but great swathes of every-coloured petals rising 
up from fresh green growth and all around the sounds of ducks and songbirds returning from their 
winter homes. The lakes and streams come alive with butterflies and kingfishers. Tiny turtles crawl out 
from their winter sleep and sit on the sun-warmed rocks.
I tell Yan that since I am now seventeen I really should take more care in my appearance, even 
though I do still want to continue my walks across the Garden’s vistas. Yan smiles a secret smile and 
shakes out robes decorated with skimming dragonflies and rising reeds, then binds up my hair with 
fresh flowers. So that I can walk easily she orders flat-soled shoes, decorated with tiny gemstones and 
embroidered crickets.
“Now if you should happen to meet the Prince on your wanderings you will not have to worry 
that you are not elegant enough,” she says, as though the thought has only just occurred to her. I know 
that she takes it as a personal slight that I have still not been summoned as a companion, despite being 
a grown woman, not the half-child I was when I first came here. I have heard her muttering about it 
sometimes, how Prince Yong must be an idiot not to want me as a companion, where are his eyes?
 
The early summer heat begins to rise and the gardens of the Yuan Ming Yuan become busier. Eunuchs 
and maids trot back and forth along the tiny paths, each busy with their workloads. It takes a lot of 
work to keep such an estate in good order and I know that my husband has requested more gardeners: 
to plant over a thousand peonies, his favourite flowers, across a terraced field on one of the islets; to 
create new tiny streams linking up rivers already criss-crossing the meadows. He asks for ponds to be 
filled with carp. Yan and I follow the eunuchs carrying buckets full of slippery burdens and watch as 
the golden bodies are poured into the water. They soon learn to rise to the surface and beg for crumbs 
of cake that we throw in. Tiny fawns peep at us from behind trees, wide-eyed and curious.
The other ladies become more active in the summer, we see them boating and gossiping, collecting 
fruits and flowers, their maids wandering behind them with baskets, glad to have a pleasant task to 
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fulfil rather than anything more onerous. I join them on a day when their gossiping seems to have taken 
on an ominous tone.
“They said he bought children from the South,” says Lady Nara, lowering her voice.
“Who?” I ask.
Her voice lowers even more until she’s barely speaking above a whisper. The others don’t bother 
craning their necks, they know full well who she is talking about. “The Crown Prince.”
I frown. “What did he buy children for?”
She looks at me.
“And then he had that man killed for questioning him.”
The other ladies shake their heads. “Such a violent man,” murmurs Lady Mao. “What will the 
empire be, in his hands?”
Lady Zhang looks about her. “They say that there are factions developing,” she says, and all the 
ladies drift towards her, as though by accident. She nods at their interest. “They say that the Emperor 
may change his heir and that there are those who support the Eighth Prince Lian, those who support 
the Fourteenth Prince Xun and…” she pauses as though unsure of how far to go with this information. 
“Those who support Prince Yong,” she ends in a rush.
We are silent for a moment. The notion of our own husband being appointed Crown Prince is a 
little overwhelming. Lady Nara looks thoughtful. As Primary Consort to Yong, such a move would one 
day see her crowned Empress.
“And Third Prince Cheng and First Prince Zhi?” asks Lady Mao, who clearly has a better grasp 
than I do of which princes are most likely to be considered for such an honour.
Lady Zhang shrugs. “Prince Cheng is wrapped up in his studies,” she says. “He has no interest in 
becoming Emperor. Prince Zhi…”
“The Immortals protect us from Prince Zhi becoming the Crown Prince,” shudders Lady Nara. “The 
man is a sorcerer. And seeks only after his own pleasures. How many concubines does he have now?”
Walking back with Yan I tell her I don’t much care for the ladies’ gossip. “It all sounds a little 
frightening,” I confess. “I’m glad we live here and not closer to the Forbidden City.”
 
The heat rises until even our woodland walks are too hot. I sleep badly, plagued either by heat or the 
hum of mosquitoes who enter my rooms at once if the windows are left open to cool me. I can only 
hope autumn will come quickly but the heat drags on.
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One particularly bad night I don’t fall asleep until several hours after going to bed. I’m woken 
what feels like moments later by Yan’s face barely a hand’s breadth from my own and yelp. “What?!”
Yan keeps her face where it is, her voice low and scared. “The Prince is ill.”
I am still half asleep despite the rude awakening. “What Prince?”
“The Prince. Your Prince. Prince Yong.”
I struggle to a sitting position. “Ill?”
Yan nods.
“What with?”
Yan shakes her head. “No-one knows. A fever. The physicians came in the night and now they have 
all gone away, they say it is sorcery and they can do nothing for him.”
I look blearily about me. “Is it still night?”
Yan shakes her head. “Dawn.”
“What are his servants doing?”
Yan whispers. “They have run away.”
“They can’t do that,” I tell her. I have never heard of such a thing.
“They have,” says Yan. Her little face is scared. “The ladies have all locked themselves in their 
own palaces and the servants of His Highness’ personal household have run away even though they 
will be beaten for it. Everyone is scared.”
“But who is looking after him?”
“No-one.”
I think back to the times I have had fevers, the restless tossing, heat burning through me and all 
that kept me from fear was the soothing hand of my mother or the anxious ministrations of Yan. To be 
all alone and ill… “Help me get dressed,” I tell Yan.
“Are we running away?”
“We are going to look after the Prince.”
Yan shakes her head violently. “You can’t go to his palace! You might be struck down by 
the sorcerer.”
“I can’t leave him on his own,” I tell her.
“He’s barely looked at you!” snaps Yan. “He hasn’t even called for you! What do you owe him?”
I am getting dressed as fast as I can, without much help from Yan. I don’t have a proper answer to 
give her, only that I still remember the warmth of his smile on the Sea of Blessings’ island. He cannot 
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be left alone with no-one to care for him. “Are you with me?” I ask her.
 
The Garden is silent. There are no maids or eunuchs to be seen, no officials. No gardeners. The little 
paths along the lakeside are empty in the grey light of dawn. It makes me nervous. At first I keep 
looking around for other people but eventually I fix my eyes on Yong’s palace so that I will not be 
entirely unnerved by the quiet around me.
Once in his courtyard I call out, for I still cannot believe that Yan is right. For all she knows, the 
servants ran for help, not away. “Hello? Hello?” But no-one answers. I stand before the doors to his 
apartments and hesitate. What if the sorcerer-brother really is here, what if, as I enter, he calls on his 
powers and causes me to fall ill? Beside me, Yan makes a small whimpering sound of dissent.
In a fit of courage I push open the doors more violently than I meant to, so that they bang against 
the walls and Yan lets out a tiny scream.
“Stop that,” I hiss at her. “You have to be brave. You have to help me.”
“We shouldn’t be here at all,” she hisses back. “All the other ladies have stayed in their palaces 
where they are safe. So should you.”
Standing in the empty receiving hall, I ignore her. I think back to the dim memory of being brought 
here four years ago. Tentatively, I make my way to the Prince’s bedchamber.
The room is quite dark. The windows have not been opened and I hesitate on the threshold, one 
hand still on the door. In the silence around me I can now hear ragged breathing. I am almost ready to 
turn back, to run along the lakeside path and lock myself into my own rooms, safe with Yan by my side 
until someone tells me what to do. A touch on my hand makes me jump but it is only Yan, her small 
hand gripping mine. Together we step into the darkness.
“Highness?” I whisper. There is no reply, only the breathing, which seems to grow faster as I listen. 
I try again, raising my voice to something approaching my usual speaking voice. “Highness?” I am 
horribly afraid that the breathing will stop, even as I stand here, helpless in the dark.
Yan lets go of my hand. I nearly call her back to me, but in a fit of boldness she is wrestling with a 
window shutter. At last, the weak light of early morning filters through and I can see the room.
I have correctly recalled that this was my husband’s bedchamber. It has not changed much. At the 
far end is his bed and a figure lies across it, coverlets crumpled to the floor in disarray. I make my way 
towards him as tentatively as though playing a game, hoping he may suddenly sit up and laugh at me, 
call his unseen servants and tell me he is well and that I am a foolish girl. I would rather be laughed 
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at than find what I have been told is true: my husband is very sick and it seems everyone but Yan and 
I has run away.
But when I reach the edge of the bed and see my husband it is clear that he is not about to laugh 
at me. His skin is flushed and his eyes closed, each breath is closer to a pant and when I reach out a 
tentative finger his skin nearly burns me.
I turn to Yan, truly afraid. “What do I do?” I ask and I am ashamed of the tears trembling in my 
voice. “I have never looked after someone so ill,” I add, although I know that this is not why I am so 
fearful. My own destiny is hanging in the balance with my husband’s, for his fortunes are inevitably 
mine. If he dies, what will I be? A widow when I have barely even been a wife?
Yan looks as though she would rather be elsewhere, but being asked for advice seems to make her 
practical side come out. “Take off all the coverlets,” she says.
“He will be cold,” I say without thinking and then realise that this is a stupid thing to say about a 
man whose skin is on fire. I take one corner of the topmost coverlet and pull at it with very little effect. 
Beside me Yan tuts at my tentative effort and gives it a firm yank. The coverlet slips to the floor and 
my husband’s body, entirely naked, is revealed to us both. I gasp and try to look elsewhere.
Yan glares at me. “He’s your husband,” she says. “It’s not your fault if you’ve never seen him 
naked, you ought to have done by now. He needs something cooler over him.” She busies herself 
removing all the heavy covers and then stalks away, muttering. I can hear her rifling through chests, 
presumably in search of something lighter to cover him with.
I look down on Yong. I have never seen him like this. Always, he has been in command of the 
situation during our brief meetings. It has been his place to speak, to command, to decide. It has been 
my place to listen and to obey, to reply when spoken to and to hope throughout that I do not displease 
him. I feel a sudden rush of tenderness for him, of pity. I sit on the edge of his bed and take out a 
little fan from my robe. I fan his face. He does not respond, but I think perhaps the deep crease in his 
forehead lessens a little, as though he senses that someone is at least trying to care for him, that he is 
not alone.
Yan takes charge. She orders me to grip my husband’s ankles so that she can place fresh sheets 
under him and covers him with a light silk cover, which redresses his dignity. She has me bathe his 
face with a wet cloth while she cleans the room.
“How could the servants have left him?” I ask her. “When they know they will be whipped and 
dismissed for this?”
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Yan struggles to open more windows, letting out the sour air of illness. The room is filled with a 
fresh morning breeze carrying the scent of blossom on it. She utters various choice words on what she 
thinks of Prince Yong’s servants and what she thinks will happen to them. “Has he even been fed or 
given a drink?” she demands.
I look at him. He was a thin man anyway, but even under the cover I can see his ribs. Now that I 
can see better, his lips are cracked and his skin seems dried out, stretched across his cheekbones. “I 
don’t think so,” I say. “He must be thirsty.”
Yan finds and brings fresh water. I try to hold a little bowl to his lips but he does not swallow 
properly and water dribbles down his chin. I look to Yan and she dips a clean cloth in the water and 
shows me how to drip water into his mouth drop by drop.
“I will find a kitchen maid and make her bring food,” she says, stamping away.
“Find Kun,” I say. “He will not run away, Yan. We need more help.” I am not sure what I mean by 
help. I think I am just afraid to be here, alone and unsure of what to do. I need people around me whom 
I trust. Kun’s cheerful face would be a blessing right now.
Yan hesitates, then she nods her head and hurries away.
 
The water drip drips into Yong’s mouth and does not come back out again. Pleased, I try talking to 
him. Perhaps this is all it will take? A spring breeze scented with blossom, some water and he will be 
well again?
“Do – do you feel better, Highness?”
He does not reply.
“The flowers are out,” I say, not knowing what else to speak of. I think for a moment how strange 
it is to be married to this man and to know nothing about him, nor even to have ever seen his naked 
body. All I know is that he loves the Garden. I do not know if he can hear me. But if he can, surely he 
would be pleased to hear of the Garden. “I went down to the river and the turtles have woken from 
their winter sleep. They lie on the logs and rocks and bask in the sun. If you were there, the cool 
water would take away the heat you feel.” I can hear the pleading in my voice. “If you recover a little, 
Highness, I will take you there to watch the dragonflies.”
“How romantic.”
I leap to my feet, upsetting the bowl of drinking water balanced on the bedclothes, which falls to 
the floor and breaks into shards. In the doorway stands a man. Broader in the chest and waist than 
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Yong, he is dressed magnificently in robes only a tone darker than imperial yellow. I stand, unsure of 
what to do. By his clothing, he must be one of the imperial princes. But which one?
“You should kowtow,” he informs me. “Don’t you know what the Crown Prince looks like?”
Slowly, I kneel. A shard of broken bowl sticks into my knee and cuts me through my silken robe, 
but I bow forward without flinching into a kowtow. I only raise my head a little for each of the three 
obeisances and when I raise my head fully I find the man has crossed the room and is standing in front 
of me. My face is now too close to his groin. I lean back on my heels and turn my face a little away as 
I rise to my feet. I have always been told I am too tall for a girl but at this moment I wish I were taller 
still, for the Crown Prince towers over me.
“Ah, the young concubine,” he says, looking me over. “I was annoyed they did not send you to me. 
I heard you were barely formed enough to be wed.” The tip of his tongue comes out of his mouth and 
wets his lips. “And I also heard that my brother wasted the chance to bed you at once. Fool.”
I back away, half-sitting on the edge of the bed and taking up Yong’s limp hand in mine, as though 
seeking his protection. The Crown Prince only laughs.
“You can’t expect him to come to your aid, girl. He’s as good as dead. Anyone can see it. He was 
a little too dutiful, you know. A little too helpful to our father. All that efficiently done paperwork. All 
those trips to ensure works were being done to the correct quality: roads, dams, canals. A little too 
much praise was spoken of him. It made the rest of us look bad. And we can’t have that, can we?”
“He will be well again soon,” I say, my voice cracking mid-sentence.
The Crown Prince looks at me and smiles. It is a slow smile, a pitying smile. “Afraid of him dying?” 
he asks. “Afraid of being a dowager concubine, an untouched widow for the rest of your days?”
I don’t answer but my eyes blink without my will. He knows only too well the true source of the 
fear I feel at Yong being ill. I barely know my husband. He is almost a stranger. What should it matter 
to me if a stranger dies? And yet. And yet if he dies the Yuan Ming Yuan will be given to some other 
prince, whilst we, the little-used (and in my case not used at all) concubines will be packed off to some 
discreet but lowly household to live out our days. We will not have a palace each. We will not be free 
to wander through the Garden. We will all live together, perhaps on a quiet side street in Beijing, with 
just enough servants to satisfy imperial protocol. Our names will be forgotten on some dusty old bit of 
paper that once named us as consorts to an imperial prince, now long dead. I swallow.
“I would not wish you to go to your grave untouched,” says the Crown Prince.
I hold Yong’s hand tighter and press his fingers. Wake up, I think. Wake up.
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“Come here,” says the Crown Prince.
I don’t move.
“Do as you’re told,” he says.
My grip on Yong’s hand is so tight that he should be in pain, should open his eyes and speak, 
should send his brother away, heir or no heir. Slowly I release my grip and his hand falls back on the 
covers, as though lifeless. I stand. I wonder whether I can run, whether if I move fast, without warning, 
I can make my way out of this room. In my mind I see the receiving hall, the doorway, the courtyard 
garden, the tiny lakeside path, my own palace and the wisteria flowers that cover it. I stand before the 
Crown Prince, keeping my eyes on the floor.
His hands are large and suddenly all over me. One hand grips my behind, one hand roughly fondles 
my breast through my robe. “Undress,” he says and his voice is hoarse.
“My lady,” says Yan’s voice, loud and clear, no hint of a tremble. “I have found the servants. His 
Highness’ head eunuch will also be here in a moment.”
His hands leave my body as he turns to see Yan and Kun at the far end of the room. Without a word 
he leaves, pushing past them as though they do not exist. Behind him, Kun quickly shuts the door 
and drops a bar across it, so that no-one else can enter. Yan crosses to me and looks at my face before 
kneeling to collect the broken shards. I sit back down on the bed and try to still my trembling hands.
“Have you really found the servants?” I ask.
Yan shakes her head.
A hot tear makes its way down my face. “What will we do?” I ask Kun, as though he were able to 
do something.
Kun’s voice is soft. “I will remain with you night and day,” he says. “We found the kitchen staff. 
They will bring food to the gates. Yan and I will collect it. They will not come to the palace. They are 
afraid of sorcery.”
“He is ill, not ill-wished!” I say, although I know no such thing.
Kun is serious. “The servants are afraid either way,” he says. “If it is illness then they have never 
seen such a strong fever. He has been ill for days, with no sign of recovery. He is likely to die if it 
continues. If it is ill-wishing then they are still scared, for who knows on whom a sorcerer may cast 
his eye next.”
“Who is this sorcerer they are talking about?” I ask.
“Prince Zhi,” says Kun, and as he says it I remember the gossip of the other women.
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“Where are the Prince’s other ladies?” I ask. “Shouldn’t they be here too?”
Yan snorts. “They are afraid,” she says. “There’s loyalty for you.”
 
The sun sets and food is brought to the door. I make Yan and Kun eat with me. I do not care if it is 
improper, I am too afraid of being left alone again. I try to feed Yong with broth, but I am not sure that 
he takes in much. When we have left the dishes back outside the gates I have Kun bar the door and 
Yan close the window shutters. We spread silk coverlets on the floor and Yan sleeps by me, with Kun 
by the door.
All night I wake, then sleep and wake again. Yan and Kun sleep, but Yong mutters and turns. I rise 
and go to him, hoping he may be waking, but his eyes are shut. I hold his hand again and think perhaps 
he returns my clasp. At last, my eyes aching with tiredness, I lie down on the bed by his side and sleep.
 
Morning comes. The three of us stand together, looking down on Yong.
“He isn’t getting better,” I say to Yan. My eyes ache from tiredness, I’m so weary I could sleep on 
my feet and my shoulders are slumped in defeat. He will surely die. What chance do we have of curing 
him if his doctors have deserted him?
Kun ignores our pale faces. He goes to the kitchens and returns with food and fresh water, he takes 
a broom to sweep the courtyard garden and then the rooms of the palace, one after another, methodical, 
calm, as though nothing at all is wrong. His practicality is the only thing stopping me from crying.
I sit, still dripping water into Yong’s mouth, while Yan searches for stores of medicine, though 
none of us would know what to do with them.
“Enough,” I say suddenly. “I am going to the other ladies’ palaces. We cannot do this alone. They 
have as much to lose as I do.”
 
But the palaces are all closed up, doors and shutters barred. I cannot tell if there is anyone is inside 
each one, I hammer on the doors with my fists and call out the names of each lady but no-one replies. 
I half-run from one islet to the next across the tiny bridges, only one thought in my mind. I am afraid 
the Crown Prince will return and find that we fooled him, that we are alone. He will not care for a maid 
and a eunuch, he will dismiss them and do whatever he wishes with me. I shudder at the thought.
I try Lady Qi’s palace last, although it is one of the closest. I have never spoken to her directly but 
I no longer care for niceties. My fists already feel bruised from the other doors but I pound harder than 
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ever and when the door suddenly opens I am so surprised I nearly fall onto Lady Qi.
She stands framed in the doorway, dressed in dark plum, her hair pinned up with green jade pins 
and decorated with dangling golden threads as though it were an ordinary day. I am well aware my 
own hair is a mess and that my clothes are crumpled. I have never seen her this close before, she 
always stood apart at events. Not tall, not short, of average build and beauty, there is nothing much to 
set her apart except her eyes, which are large but hooded, giving her a secretive look, as though she 
knows something precious and guards it with her life. I feel my heart sink, remembering the smile she 
gave when she saw me dismissed from Yong’s bedchamber too quickly, knowing I had been found 
wanting in some way. But I have no choice.
“The Prince – please help me,” I blurt. “No-one will help me.” I can hear my voice shaking, can 
feel the tears building up.
She doesn’t answer, only steps out of her palace and follows me. I am so out of breath that I do not 
even try to speak with her, only walk as quickly as possible.
When we arrive Yan and Kun look shocked to see Lady Qi. They do not know I had no choice. She 
walks past them as though they do not exist. Crossing the room, she looks down at Yong. She takes 
his pulse as though she were a doctor, feeling at different points, before inserting a golden nail shield 
between his lips and pulling his mouth open to inspect his tongue.
“Poison,” she says.
I hear Yan make a hissing sound behind me, know that she will be making signs to warn off evil.
“How do you know?” I ask.
“His tongue is discoloured,” she says, as though everyone knows the signs of poisoning. “And the 
twelve pulses are very weak. The poison may have damaged his vital forces beyond repair. Has he 
been like this all the time you have been here?”
I nod.
“Why are you here?” she asks, her dark eyes fixed on me.
“I felt sorry for him,” I say.
Her eyes bore into me.
“And I… do not want him to die,” I say. “If he dies, I…” I stop. It sounds selfish.
“All of us,” she says, finishing my thought. “Some dreary back palace, squabbling amongst 
ourselves, our destinies warped and broken and no chance of changing them.”
I drop my eyes. She knows full well what we have to lose.
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“We will do our best,” she says, her tone more practical than I expected. “My own servants will 
help us.”
“Aren’t they afraid?” I ask.
“They are more afraid of me,” she says. I believe her.
 
The days that follow blur into one another. Lady Qi sends two serving girls whom Yan takes 
to commanding.
“Don’t you know how to make a bed?” she chastises them. “Hurry up and serve tea for 
their ladyships.”
In this way the palace is kept clean and everyone is fed. Between them they wash Yong’s body and 
change his sheets, make up a bed for me on the floor in his bedchamber while Kun, quiet as ever, tends 
to the gardens and the indoor flowers. He lies by the door at night and I am grateful for his presence. 
There is no sign of the Crown Prince and after her first visit Lady Qi does not spend much time in 
the palace.
“I am going to Beijing,” she tells me after a few days.
“Why?”
“I must speak with someone,” she says.
“Who?”
“No-one for you to worry about,” she replies.
“I need to know what you are doing,” I say, more boldly that I thought I was capable of. I am so 
tired from broken nights that my mouth speaks the words I think out loud rather than holding back.
“The court is gathering around the princes,” she says. “There are factions growing in favour for 
one or another, this is why someone will have struck out at Yong, he was growing to be a favourite 
to replace the Crown Prince. They have written him off as dead already. It is my job to ensure he is 
remembered, that his supporters do not give way to fear of Prince Zhi’s poisons nor the Crown Prince’s 
position. They must stand by him or the Crown Prince will be left as heir.”
“Don’t leave me here alone,” I say. I have not told her of the Crown Prince and his 
everywhere-grasping hands.
“There is no use in him being kept alive if he is not remembered,” she says and leaves without a 
backward glance.
I am alone with Yong and after days of caring for him with no response, I want to cry. I look down 
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on him. He has not once opened his eyes, not once spoken. Sometimes he groans, or pants, as though 
the pain inside him or the heat burning up his skin is too much to bear, but mostly he lies still and quiet, 
a corpse in all but name. I put a hand on his shoulder and shake him a little, raise my voice. “Wake 
up, Highness.”
He does not move, of course, he does not respond and suddenly I am angry, beating first my hands 
and then my fists against his bare skin, screaming at him. “Wake up! Wake up! How dare you lie here 
like this? How dare you leave me alone without protection? How dare you – how dare you – ” and I 
am sobbing as I fall to my knees by his bedside, burying my face in the coverlet.
“Ladyship?”
I stand quickly, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand, trying to pat my hair into place although 
I cannot see what it looks like. I know that my eyes are red, that my skin is blotched.
“Enter,” I say, turning. “Oh.”
It is the Jesuit painter. He steps forwards and his eyes glance behind me to Yong. “It is true, then? 
The Prince is ill?”
“Yes,” I say, wishing that I did not look so dishevelled.
“Will he recover?”
“Yes,” I say. “Yes, he will.”
His dark eyes meet mine and I know he sees the fear in my red-rimmed eyes that are now brimming 
with tears again.
“How can I be of service to you?” he asks. “To the Prince,” he amends too quickly.
I am about to shake my head. What can he do that is useful to me? But if I shake my head he will go 
away and I know that I want him nearby, that I need people I can trust about me and that without even 
knowing this man, I trust him, for his level gaze and because he asked what he could do for me before 
he remembered that he serves the Emperor and Yong, not me. “You may paint a picture for him,” I say, 
naming the only thing I know for sure he can do. “The Prince loves paintings and he loves the Garden. 
You must paint some flowers to please him when he wakes.”
He bows his head. “I will do so and return to you as soon as possible,” he says, turning to go.
“No!” I say, too loudly. He turns back to me. “You misunderstand me,” I say. “You must paint here.”
“Here?”
“In this room,” I say. “I wish you to work in this room.” I struggle to meet his gaze but I force 
myself to do so, to tell him what I cannot say. I am afraid. Stay with me. Keep me safe.
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He looks at me for a long moment, then nods. “Kun will fetch my materials,” he says. “And my 
subject matter.”
 
Kun brings flowers and a vase and Giuseppe spends time arranging them. I sit by Yong’s side and 
watch as first one stem and then another is placed and then re-placed. For the first time in many days 
I feel safe. There is something calming about him, he is so focused on his work that it leaves no space 
for other worries.
“Are you happy with the composition?” he asks me.
I nod. I do not care what he paints. I only care that if he is here I am not left alone. Watching him 
work soothes me, I can feel my shoulders lose their tightness and my face lose its worried frown. I feel 
my eyelids droop and I do not try to fight my tiredness. I can sleep while he works and I will be safe. 
I have such need of sleep.
 
Lady Qi returns from Beijing and frowns when she sees Giuseppe, ignoring his bow to her. “The 
Crown Prince is all but unseated,” she tells me. “He went too far. First his proclivities, the scandals. 
Now his name has been linked to Yong’s illness. His father is more than displeased, he is angry. It 
requires only a reminder that there are better princes to choose from for him to change his heir. But 
Yong needs to awaken or it will all have been for nothing. Has he stirred?”
I shake my head.
“I found a doctor who will treat him,” she says.
“I thought the doctors said it was sorcery,” I say.
“Silver changes minds,” she says.
The doctor she has brought back with her is a wizened little man who mutters and shakes his head 
and spends an age looking over Yong, before beginning to grind up who-knows-what to give to him.
“He could be a sorcerer himself, for all I know,” I say to Giuseppe.
He pauses in his work to watch the physician. “Lady Qi has much to lose if he is,” he points out. “If 
your husband is made heir then one of her sons may be an Emperor one day. She would be the Empress 
Dowager, a great and powerful lady.”
“I cannot think why she would want any such thing,” I sigh.
He looks me over. “You do not wish to be…” he stumbles over the word concubine, “…married 
to an Emperor?”
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“I want to stay here where it is peaceful,” I tell him. “Or it was.”
He smiles. “You like the Garden more than the Forbidden City?”
“I’ve barely seen the Forbidden City,” I tell him. “I know it is grander. But the Garden is so lovely. 
And I do not like all this fighting over who is to be heir. Look at what it has done to – to the Prince.” I 
am not sure why I do not just call him my husband.
He looks back at his painting, where bold orange-hued lilies stretch out their dark stamens above 
delicate white-pink peonies. “I hope the choice of heir falls on someone who can bear such a burden,” 
he says quietly.
 
Night falls. Lady Qi and her doctor leave us. I see Giuseppe packing up his things and badly want 
to ask him to stay within the palace so that he will be close by, but that is an unthinkable request, so 
instead I try to engage him in conversation to keep him with me as long as possible.
“Have you spent much time in the Garden?” I ask. “Or is most of your work in the Forbidden City?”
“A little of both,” he says.
“Which do you prefer?”
“The Garden,” he says smiling. “It is so beautiful. Although I am frequently lost here. It is so large 
and each little part invites you to explore further rather than sticking to your own path.”
I can’t help but laugh, acknowledging the number of times Yan and I got lost when I first came 
here. “You need Kun with you,” I tell him. “Kun knows every tiny part of the Garden. You should ask 
him to show you the fireflies one evening, they are magical.”
“They sound enchanting,” he says.
I have to let him go, with Kun accompanying him to carry his tools. After Yan and I have eaten I 
stand looking down on Yong. I sigh at the thought of another night of heat and worry.
“You should go and see the fireflies yourself,” Yan says.
“I have to stay here,” I say.
Yan shakes her head. “You need to get out,” she says. “You’ve been indoors for days, you’ll fall 
ill yourself. Go and watch the fireflies, dip your toes in the water. Breathe some cool air. He’ll still be 
here when you get back,” she adds gloomily.
I chew my lip. But Yan is right. I crave cool air and to be free of this sickroom. It’s making me feel 
ill myself. “I will be back soon,” I promise her and she waves me away.
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The night air helps me breathe more deeply. I can feel my shoulders relax a little after days of anxious 
watching over Yong. I make my way towards one of the little streams that leads to the wider lake. 
Remembering that the riverbank is slippery, I take off my shoes and creep softly along its edge, 
disturbing the frogs who stop croaking for a few moments and then carry on with their usual night 
chorus, accompanied by crickets. I make my way along the twisting bank, knowing that there is a large 
rock further ahead on which I can sit and keep watch. The fireflies should emerge soon.
“Is that you, Kun?”
I gasp at the unexpected voice emerging from the darkness ahead and nearly lose my footing.
“Kun?”
“I am not Kun,” I say. I recognised the voice at once. It is Giuseppe. No-one else speaks Mandarin 
with his odd accent, the tones in the wrong places, the vowels at the end of words where there are none.
He is silent. I am not even sure where he is, except that Kun has probably led him to the same rock 
that I was going to sit on.
“I have disturbed your evening, I will go,” he says and I can hear that he has stood up.
“No, no,” I say quickly. “If you are here to see the fireflies you should stay. They are beautiful. I 
will go.”
“Please,” he says. “Stay.”
I think of what Yan would have to say about such a suggestion. “Where is Kun?” I ask, still 
hovering at the edge of the river, hoping that he might reappear. I try to peer about me but the darkness 
is made up of nothing but shadowy shapes which could be anything.
“Ladyship?”
I breathe out in relief at Kun’s voice. All is well. I have a eunuch by my side. Decorum is preserved. 
“We are watching for fireflies,” I inform him, as though this is a well-known pastime shared by foreign 
priests and concubines. “You will wait with me.”
Faintly, I see his dark shape bow by my side. “Ladyship.” His voice is calm, no surprise, no 
questioning. A good servant does not question.
I sit down on the grass. The ground is still warm from the day’s sun. Kun squats down nearby. I 
hear a faint rustle, indicating that Giuseppe has also seated himself. We wait in silence.
They come so slowly that at first you cannot be sure you have seen them at all. A tiny spark. I twist 
my head and already it is gone. But there was another just there, but now it too is gone. And suddenly 
we are surrounded by tiny lights, as though the stars have come down to earth, twinkling all around us.
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“Do you have fireflies where you come from?” I ask the darkness.
“I used to try and catch them when I was a little boy in my grandmother’s garden,” says his voice. 
“With my brother.”
I hear something in his voice. “How long did it take you to travel here?” I ask.
“More than a year,” he says.
I think of the distance, of how everyone he knows and holds dear is so far away that he cannot 
know how they are, what they are doing, even if they are alive. “When will you return to your home 
and family?” I ask.
There is a slight pause. Then, “I cannot return,” he says. “The Emperor asked for a painter who 
would stay here. I accepted the post on this condition, that I will never return home.” He is silent for 
a moment and then adds, “I will never see my family again.” He almost sounds surprised, as though it 
has taken him this long to realise what he has agreed to.
“Are you homesick?” I ask.
He is silent and then, “Yes,” he replies, and his voice is too steady, so calm that I know even in 
the darkness that my question caused pain, which he has covered up before replying. I am sorry for it. 
I think that I should stay silent, that I should think more carefully before I ask such stupid questions.
“Does your family live nearby?” he asks me, as though hoping to lighten the mood.
I hesitate. He does not know how my life is ruled. “I am a c-concubine,” I say, stumbling over the 
word. “We do not see our families again once we marry into the Imperial Family.”
He is surprised. “Ever?”
“Ever.”
And then we are silent while the Garden twinkles and its night sounds surround us. The moon has 
risen very high by the time I tug at Kun’s sleeve and tell him to escort me home. Giuseppe’s voice is 
soft as he says goodbye.
“Thank you, Niuhuru,” he says. “It was beautiful.”
 
In the morning Yan looks me over. “You came back late but you look better than yesterday,” she says.
“I needed to be outside in the Garden,” I say.
“Did you see the fireflies?”
“Yes,” I say. Now is the moment when I should tell her that I watched them with Giuseppe but I 
can’t quite think how to frame the words.
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Yan is anyway uninterested in me. “The Prince’s skin seems cooler,” she says.
I hurry to his side. “Is he awake?”
Yan shakes her head.
I look down on Yong. “Highness?” I say gently. But he does not stir.
“Perhaps the poison is leaving him,” I suggest.
“Perhaps it was not poison, only an illness,” says Yan, although she sounds doubtful. “Some of the 
servants have come creeping back,” she adds disdainfully.
I see a few of them tentatively taking up their tasks again, although they all look afraid. The same 
thing must be going through all their minds: what is worse – to be infected or ill-wished, or beaten 
for desertion?
When Giuseppe arrives I am unsure whether I should refer to our evening together, but he surprises 
me by laying a small piece of paper on my table.
“What is this?” I ask, expecting perhaps a rough sketch for his floral composition.
“Something I painted last night when I could not sleep,” he says.
I look down. A strangely-formed building made of stone clad with tumbling roses. A garden, neatly 
tended. Between the rows of vegetables, two little boys, their arms outstretched while tiny pinpoints in 
the air elude their grasp. I stare. The painting is not like any I have ever seen, it seems alive, as though 
it were a model rather than a flat painting.
“You and your brother catching fireflies in your grandmother’s garden,” I murmur and he smiles 
when he meets my gaze, although his eyes glisten for a moment.
“I think I have found a way to paint which may be accepted here,” he says, and I can hear excitement 
in his voice. “Instead of dark shading I am using tonal shading: you see, here, the darker green against 
the lighter green which gives the depth. It is a question of the light source being more diffused and 
coming more from the front than the side, so that the shading is not as dark. Do you think it will 
be accepted?”
“It looks as though it is real,” I say. “It is beautiful.” I am about to ask him more, to ask him to draw 
me another such building, another moment from his unknown life before here, when Yan exclaims 
behind me and I turn to see Yong’s eyes opening, his gaze fixed on me.
“Niuhuru,” he croaks and I run to his side.
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Atlas of Blossoms in an Everlasting Spring
I confess it: there was some part of me that hoped the Prince might die. There: I am not a good man, not 
a holy man who would never have allowed his mind to wander where it should not. There was some 
part of my mind filled with fireflies, where a woman’s voice spoke to me of home in the darkness and 
she was mine, not another’s.
I confessed it, of course. Kneeling in the stifling confessional beneath the high arches of St Joseph’s 
criss-crossed ceiling I whispered my baser thoughts and received absolution, in return for who knows 
how many Hail Marys and Our Fathers, as well as a well-meaning reminder that I must set my thoughts 
to higher things, that I would find the years of service ahead less onerous were I truly dedicated to the 
missionary cause that had brought me here rather than continuing to think of myself as a free man.
I confess it: I even tried on a hair shirt beneath my robes, feeling foolish as I did so, for what 
man has not had such thoughts after all? They were only thoughts with no possible conclusion, no 
possibility of a reality. What, the Prince would die and his concubine would run away with me to 
Milan? Of course not. I wore the shirt for a few days before I chastised myself for my own pride in 
imagining myself a holy man beset with doubt. Instead I lit candles and knelt to give thanks for the 
recovery of Prince Yong and, safely ensconced within the painting studio, hurried to complete my 
floral commission using the tonal shading I had at last found as a means of bridging the two styles 
of East and West together. First the eunuchs in the studio and then Prince Yong declared themselves 
delighted with the work. Yong set me to work on a portfolio of images, which he wished to name Atlas 
of Blossoms in an Everlasting Spring.
“Roam wherever you wish in the Garden,” he told me, smiling, his skin still pale. He gestured 
across the view of the lake from his study window. “You must capture its beauty for me. I wish it to be 
a gift for one of my concubines, Lady Niuhuru.”
Her name must have changed my expression for he nodded. “You know her, of course. She 
commissioned your painting for me.”
I bowed, unsure of how to reply but the Prince was already speaking again.
“She is very young, but she has an eye for beauty in nature,” he said. “She spoke to me of the 
Garden and I heard her, only for a moment. It is all I recall from my illness. She spoke of the river, the 
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lakes. Of turtles and kingfishers. The Atlas will be a gift for her, in recognition of her loyalty to me.”
I bowed again. “As you command, Your Highness. I shall ensure the Garden’s beauty is captured.”
 
Laura had heard gossip. “They say many of Prince Yong’s ladies are in disgrace for hiding away.”
“The servants were beaten and some turned out for their cowardice in the face of his illness,” I 
said. “Although I cannot entirely fault them.”
“You have met Lady Niuhuru?” asked Laura.
“Yes,” I said. I was pleased that my voice remained steady.
“It seems the Prince is quite taken with her. He says she was the only lady truly loyal to him.”
“I am to paint her a portfolio of images of the Garden as a gift,” I said.
“And I thought he was such a stern and dutiful man,” said Laura laughing. “Perhaps he has romantic 
side to him after all.”
“Perhaps,” I said, and turned away.
 
I was true to my word, spending my days roaming about every part of the Garden. The Atlas grew 
under my brushes, sixteen images to capture the landscape around us. Peonies in every shade opened 
their fat buds while poppies unfurled their fragile petals and then disappeared within days. Fresh green 
bamboo stalks soared heavenwards while morning glories wrapped their delicate stems about them 
and turned their faces to the morning sun. I recalled the pure white magnolias of early spring and 
captured the ripening cherries of summer. Every part of the Atlas celebrated the beauty of the Garden.
 
Frequently I came across Kun while I worked and he would greet me. Sometimes from afar, adrift in 
a small boat as he cleared the lakes of weeds, one hand raised in wordless salute. Sometimes close 
to, when I would settle down to paint a particular detail and he worked close by. I had never liked to 
have people watching me while I worked, but strangely I found Kun’s presence soothing, for he did 
not speak overmuch, only continued his work, his rough hands tender with the flowers and shoots in 
his care. We often spent much of the day working side by side in silence. He would nod when he saw 
the fruits of my labour, not with admiration but in simple recognition, which somehow pleased me 
more, for to Kun each plant was an individual, not merely a peony but this peony, no other like it in 
the Garden.
“I am to be married,” he told me one day.
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I looked up, startled as much by his voice as by his news. “Married?”
He nodded and I saw from the happiness in his face that this was something much-longed for.
“I – ” I paused. I did not want to hurt his feelings but then again I felt that there was honesty 
between us and so I spoke again, but carefully, choosing my words one by one. “I did not know 
eunuchs were permitted to marry,” I said.
He nodded, acknowledging the question I had not asked. “Not all eunuchs marry,” he said. “But it 
is permitted, if their masters allow it. And Lady Niuhuru is very good to Yan.”
Yan, of course. I smiled. “Did Yan ask for permission then?”
His smile was so wide that it made my eyes fill up a little. “She asked her mistress before I asked 
her myself,” he said.
I had to laugh out loud at the thought of fierce little Yan, always scowling, going to Niuhuru and 
then all but telling Kun he was to marry her, like it or not. Kun joined me in laughter, acknowledging 
that my thoughts were true.
“But will Yan have to leave Niuhuru?” I asked. “I was told the maids had to work a certain number 
of years before they were set free to be married.”
“Lady Niuhuru permitted her to marry me only if she continues to serve,” said Kun. “All will be 
as before.”
For a few days afterward I avoided Kun. When I sought him out it was with a gift.
“For your marriage,” I said, holding out a scroll.
I had painted tumbling climbing pale pink flowers, wrapped about a tree. He held the gift and did 
not speak, only nodded, recognising with his gentle smile the roses he had planted for Yan after the 
first time he had met her, on the island of cherry trees.
 
“Show me what you have been working on,” I said to Laura and she brought me new sketches and 
some initial paintings using the refined version of the chiaroscuro technique I had developed, using 
the new direction of light and tones of colours rather than the darker shading we were both trained in.
“These are very good,” I told her. If anything she had understood the new refinement required 
quicker than I, she had applied herself diligently to practising it and now she executed it perfectly, 
bringing her Chinese subjects to life with a delicacy that I admired. Secretly I was also relieved that 
I could not see any more sketches of Madam Guo and supposed that Laura had taken my words to 
heart and was striving to be less enchanted by the new world in which we found ourselves. I praised 
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her for her work and she was pleased. I saw her set to such commissions as we now began to receive 
with greater confidence and enthusiasm and I congratulated myself on having managed her still-young 
emotions well. She had proven herself first as a worthy apprentice and then assistant and I was glad to 
have her working by my side.
 
But my own feelings neither left me nor could be hidden within my work, for over and over again 
amongst the flowers pairs of songbirds appeared, their tiny wings and flashes of colour fluttering within 
the branches of my trees and the petals of my flowers. They gazed at one another, sat so close together 
their feathers touched, sang for each other’s pleasure. I was helpless in the face of their devotion.
I sought out Father Friedel, hoping that his customary fretting over my time here would remind 
me of my chosen path. I submitted to his lengthy reminders of my obligations to the Mission and his 
reminders of my as yet untaken vows.
“You will find spiritual guidance in the chapel, my son,” he said kindly. “I have seen you little at 
prayers, of late.”
At his urging I retreated from the imperial studios to the church, hoping to commit myself to 
a greater cause. As the final words of Mass were spoken and the final ‘amens’ resounded from the 
congregation, I raised my eyes and caught, for only a brief moment, Laura ahead of me as she rose 
and left. Before she reached the outer door, however, she turned and her eyes sought out Madam Guo, 
who in turn gazed after Laura with an expression of such love that I caught my breath at what was so 
obviously laid before me.
Afterwards I stood alone in the church, wondering what to do. Should I speak with Laura again 
or even take my concerns to one of the senior Brothers and ask for his advice in guiding Laura’s soul 
away from this temptation? Yet the longer I stood there, trying to feel concern, the more I realised that 
all I felt was jealousy. Not for Laura’s sake, for I had never regarded her as anything but my pupil, but 
for the gaze between her and Guo. It came to me suddenly that what I most desired but could not have 
was that same gaze between Niuhuru and me, the same certainty that what I desired was desired also 
by her.
 
Within my palace of memories, in a sheltered corner of the Garden, there is a peach tree where pink 
blossom bursts into flower while two swallows regard one another, their bodies entwined. Only in the 
moment of knowing I could not have Niuhuru did I come to know I loved her.
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Flying Bats Filling the Sky
As Yong recovers, the Garden returns to life. The beaten servants hurry back to their neglected tasks. 
Gardeners pull up weeds, sweep the pathways, skim the lakes for algae. Maids see to the laundry that 
has built up, clean rooms with extra diligence. The kitchen staff send out elegantly presented dishes, 
anxious to make up for their failings. The disgraced ladies slowly re-emerge from their homes and sit 
quietly together by the lakeside, chastised but relieved. Lady Qi nods to me when she sees me now; 
I am an ally in her quest and she takes to updating me on the political machinations of the court, of 
which I understand little and wish to know less.
“The Crown Prince has been demoted,” she tells me. “A new heir has not yet been announced. It’s 
possible the Emperor will delay choosing a new heir for some time. He was not impressed with all the 
rivalry between his sons, the factions that developed. But he could well choose Yong. He is everything 
the Crown Prince was not. He is devoted, filial, accomplished in his work and mindful of the people 
of the empire.”
I think of the Crown Prince, of his hands on me. I shudder.
Qi mistakes my reaction. “You would be consort to an Emperor,” she reminds me. “A greater 
destiny by far than our current path. We are still young and could be promoted many times. Our 
children would be princes of the first rank.”
Or made Emperor, I think, knowing this is her ultimate goal for her own sons. “I am not as 
ambitious as you, Qi,” I tell her. “But I am glad the Prince is well again.”
She smiles at me and pats me, as though I am an amiable daughter, one content to allow her mother 
to lead the way. I know that my lack of ambition must endear me to her, since no woman seeking power 
is likely to want a rival. “One step at a time,” she says. “The first step is taken. Others will follow.”
 
I am called to Yong’s palace only a few days after his recovery and formally escorted to his bedchamber 
as though I do not know where it is. He is lying in bed but he sits up when he sees me. His face is 
deathly pale.
I kowtow. “I wish you all health and happiness,” I say. I sit back on my knees and look up at him. 
“Are you well, Highness?”
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His voice is hoarse. “I am not dead,” he says. “Because of you.”
I shake my head. “Lady Qi,” I begin.
“You were the first to come to my aid?” he asks.
“Yes,” I say.
“And I have been told you stayed with me until I awoke, night and day?”
“Yes,” I say.
“Then I am in your debt,” he says.
“No,” I say. “I am grateful you were spared.”
Yong gestures and his head eunuch comes forwards.
“Lady Niuhuru is granted an additional maid and her own personal gardener in recognition of her 
service to the Prince,” he announces formally.
I kowtow, but the eunuch continues to read out additional gifts. My household allowance is 
increased by many bolts of silk, taels of silver and I am to receive gifts of jade and other precious 
gems. I am not sure when to stop kowtowing. When the announcement is over Yong smiles at me, 
but he looks exhausted by even this brief meeting and I am quickly led away. I do not see him for 
another month.
 
Yan is shining. “You are summoned.”
“Summoned where?”
She is too busy to answer me. Kun is now attached to my palace as my own personal gardener and 
I have a second maid, as promised. Yan is making the poor girl traipse back and forth with armfuls 
of clothing. Every robe I have is on display, silk in every colour draped all over the room. Yan is 
examining each with the air of a general inspecting troops.
“Yan? Summoned where?”
“To the Prince.”
“What does he want?”
Yan looks at me in disbelief. “You,” she says. “He wants you. At last.”
Something in my stomach turns over. I feel heat rise up my neck and into my cheeks. I 
swallow. “Tonight?”
“Tonight.”
I sit down. Yan continues her inspections. I try to think. All those foolish daydreams I made up, 
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where I was summoned by the Prince and he… he… he what? What? I never got beyond the summons; 
beyond knowing I was desired at last. All my imaginings ended somewhere out on the lakeside path, 
as an image of me – a more beautiful, infinitely glamorous and elegant version of me, of course, in my 
mind – tottered along the tiny pathways in my highest shoes, my most elegant robes, on my way to… 
to what? To being important, to being beautiful and a favourite, whatever that might mean. That was 
enough for me when I was thirteen, fourteen. I nod wordlessly at Yan’s final choice: palest rose silk, 
jade pins to hold tiny rosebuds mixed with giant peonies in my hair. Shoes so high I have forgotten 
how to walk in them, sewn all over with gems. I stand in the doorway of my home and have to wait for 
Yan’s small hand in mine to step forwards. She keeps me steady along the pebbled lake pathway, each 
tiny stone making up mosaic images of birds, flowers, even fish. We make our way over one bridge 
and then another, onwards towards the wide curved rooftops of Yong’s palace, set amongst trees. At 
the gateway, Yan pulls her hand away and I must take the last tremulous steps alone. When I reach the 
doorway, where a eunuch stands waiting to receive me, I look back, but she is already gone.
 
His bedchamber should be familiar enough to me by now. I have slept by Yong’s side for many nights, 
have given orders in this room. But now it feels different. It is no longer a sick room. Fresh flowers 
adorn niches in the walls, lanterns glow softly. The large wooden alcove of the bed has been adorned 
with fresh hangings in a deep red silk, something like a bridal chamber. I stand alone and try to keep 
my head erect, my hands from trembling. I wonder when the servants will arrive to undress me and 
unpin my hair. I wonder if the sleeping robe they will give me will be as sheer as the one I remember 
from the first time I was summoned, aged only thirteen.
“Niuhuru.”
I turn to face Yong. He looks a great deal better than the last time I saw him. In my highest shoes 
I am now the same height as he is, our eyes level with one another. His eyes are bright, his skin has 
resumed its normal colour, his voice is clear.
“Your Highness is so well recovered,” I say.
“Thanks to you,” he replies.
I bob my head in some sort of acknowledgement. He steps to a small table and picks up the two 
small bowls of warmed wine and passes me one, as he did before. This time I sip it, thinking that its 
warmth will give me courage. When I pass it back to him I hope he does not notice my hand tremble.
He smiles and indicates the bed. “Come.”
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I follow him and perch on the edge of it, unsure of what to do about my shoes. Noticing my glance 
downwards he reaches out and indicates I should lift my feet onto the silken coverlet. I do so and 
he takes each bejewelled shoe and removes them, dropping them uncaring to the floor, their carved 
wooden soles clattering as they hit the stone.
“You don’t look comfortable,” he observes. He himself is cross-legged on the bed, at ease, while 
I am sat so close to the edge I am in danger of falling to the floor myself. “Sit beside me. I have a gift 
for you.”
Awkwardly, I half-crawl to his side, my robes hampering my movements. I settle next to him, my 
back against the carved wood, unsure whether or not our bodies should touch.
He has picked up a package wrapped in silk. It is large but light and I unwrap it with care. It lands 
upside down on my lap and I see it is an album of paintings. I wonder for a brief moment if it is a 
pillow book and feel my cheeks flush, but as I turn it over I see its subject matter is not what I expected.
“It is called Atlas of Blossoms in an Everlasting Spring,” says Yong. “I had it made for you by the 
Jesuit painter.”
I had already recognised Giuseppe’s work. His way of painting is not like the paintings I have seen 
all my life. There is something about it that is alive, that lifts each petal from the paper as though it 
might be touched, as though, plucked, it might fall from the page to the silken coverlet on which I am 
sitting. Entranced, I turn the sheets and see parts of the Garden held within delicate brushstrokes. The 
flowers, the trees, the butterflies and birds that I see every day around me are captured here, beneath 
my fingertips. I touch the petals and feathers, where his brushes have been before me. Beside me, I 
slowly become aware that Yong is watching, not the pages, but my face. His hand lifts to caress my 
cheek and I, unsure of how to respond, keep my eyes on the pictures and feel his caresses on my skin 
even as a breeze blows through the branches of a peach tree and two swallows incline their necks so 
that each caresses the other, their feathers intertwined.
He is very gentle with me. My silken robes are taken from me one by one and he does not hurry his 
task. My hair he leaves bound. He lifts my hands and guides them, he holds me in a tender embrace 
and even when there is pain I am not afraid, for he murmurs to me that I am his flower, his songbird, 
his Garden of Perfect Brightness.
When he opens his eyes he observes the petals loosened from my hair, now strewn across the bed 
and chuckles. “You are indeed a garden,” he says. “See, you leave petals wherever you go.”
I blush at receiving endearments with his eyes on me, unsure of what to say in return.
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“You will come to me again,” he says.
“Yes, Highness,” I whisper.
 
Yan is delighted. “About time,” she says.
“He said I must go to him again,” I tell her.
“Of course,” agrees Yan confidently and I cannot help but laugh at her conviction.
Her faith in me is rewarded. Yong calls for me nightly unless Yan informs his household that it is 
my time of bleeding. Each evening I walk the lakeside path to his palace. The moon grows round over 
and again. Each night I am welcomed with a warm smile. Sometimes he reads me poems, sometimes 
he will show me paintings he admires. A few times we stand by the lakeside and admire tiny lanterns 
he orders to have floated across the dark waters. I catch a glimpse of his study and see it piled high 
with unread papers. Each night I am taken into the scarlet hangings of his bed and gradually I learn for 
myself where my hands might be placed, to give as well as to receive tenderness.
“Where shall I put this?” asks Yan, holding up the silk-wrapped package containing the Atlas.
I shrug, holding first one autumn chrysanthemum and then another to my hair, smiling in the 
mirror. “Somewhere safe, Yan. Do you prefer the red or the orange?”
“The Prince doesn’t care what flowers you wear, you should know that by now. You could go to 
him wrapped in a sack and he would be happy. You lovesick pair.”
I giggle and tuck a golden-orange flower into my dark hair.
“Yan,” I ask, almost in a whisper.
“Yes?”
“When you… with Kun… how…?” I stop, uncertain of how to continue.
Yan does not answer, only walks away and then returns with a box, lacquered in black. With the 
air of one confiding a secret, she offers it to me and I open it, then start back in surprise, for I have 
never seen such an object. Under a red silk cloth lies a porcelain model of a man’s member, painted 
with tumbling roses.
“Kun had it made for us,” she murmurs.
I think of Yan, how the frightened child I first met when I came here is now a fierce little woman, 
whose face shines with love when she sees Kun, who sings to herself when no-one is listening. I place 
the red silk cloth back over the piece and close the lid with a smile.
“We are both happy, Yan,” I say. “We have been blessed.”
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She takes back the box with a little laugh, her cheeks flushed pink. “So happy,” she echoes.
 
I bask in Yong’s attentions throughout that autumn and winter. The first almond blossoms come into 
bloom, heralding spring.
“Wine?” he offers.
I nod, smiling, and take the little bowl from him, making sure to brush his fingertips with mine, 
for the simple pleasure of touching his skin. He stands by the window, looking out over the lake and I 
stand beside him, leaning my head on his shoulder and closing my eyes.
“My flower,” he murmurs.
I am about to speak, to say his name when suddenly my stomach roils and I clutch at his arm, the 
little bowl falling to the floor.
He lifts me before I can even speak, carrying me swiftly to a chair and kneeling before me. 
“Niuhuru? What is it?”
“I feel sick,” I gasp.
A servant manages to hold a bowl before me just before my stomach voids itself. I retch over 
and over again until, as swiftly as it came upon me, the sickness ends. Yong holds a cloth dipped in 
perfumed water to my face. I try to gasp my apologies but his face has lost its initial fear.
“I believe you need to rest,” he says, a wry smile twisting his mouth. “I will send the physician 
to you.”
“Highness?”
He strokes my cheek. “Farewell, my flower. I will miss you. But all will be well.”
 
Yan might as well be with child herself, she is so pleased. “A son,” she tells me. “You must have a son.”
I make a face. “I’ll have anything you like if you’ll stop giving me disgusting drinks.”
“The physician prescribed them.”
“I don’t care. They’ve vile. And I want to see Yong.”
“You won’t be seeing him till this child is born,” says Yan cheerfully.
“Why not?”
“Oh, you’ll see him at festivals or suchlike,” says the uncaring Yan. “But not as a companion. It 
might harm the baby. Besides, now you are with child he has done his duty by you.”
“I was not a duty!” I say angrily.
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Yan rolls her eyes. “He has given you a child. What more did you want? A great romance?”
“He said he loved me,” I protest. “He said… lots of things.”
“I’m sure he did,” says Yan, unbothered by my tone, which is growing tearful. “But there are other 
ladies to call on while you are otherwise occupied.”
I throw a hairbrush at her but she only dodges it and tuts at my outburst.
 
Spring comes and I hear that other ladies are called on. I set my jaw and mope. I make Yan’s life 
difficult, asking for first one dish that I claim to have cravings for and then another, before turning 
them away uneaten. I refuse to go out. I sit in the palace until Yan is tired of my sulking face and 
petulant tone. She drops Giuseppe’s Atlas in my lap.
“If you won’t go into the Garden, it will have to come to you.”
Once again the petals rise up as though I might touch them. Butterflies hover above lotus flowers 
and I can almost hear the songbirds. I place the album on my chair and leave my rooms.
I had forgotten the joy of springtime in the Garden. Pale primroses and violets nestle in the shade 
of great trees, the first blossoms open their petals and everywhere tiny green tips emerge from the bare 
branches. I find a sunny ledge of rock by the lake’s edge and sit myself down on it. I stay still long 
enough that a frog emerges from the water and sits on a fallen log, basking in the warm sunlight.
“I saw you from a distance.”
The frog dives into the water with a splash. I look up at Giuseppe’s dark form standing over me. 
“You walk quietly.”
“I did not want to disturb you, only to know if you are well.”
“Well enough.” It comes out ungracious and I try to make amends. “The Atlas you painted of the 
Garden is beautiful.”
He smiles an odd smile, as though I have said something sad but which must be smiled at. “I am 
glad it brought you pleasure.”
I gesture at the rocky ledge. “Sit.”
He hesitates, but then settles himself on a rock some little way off from me. He gestures awkwardly 
towards my hair. “An unusual motif.”
I reach up to touch the hairpin I am wearing. A flying bat, its form shaped in kingfisher feathers, a 
gift from Yong. I grimace. “It symbolises fertility.”
He nods. I can tell, from his face, that he has heard the gossip already.
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“A reward for my loyalty,” I add and hear the bitter note in my own voice. I know I should stop, 
but the bitterness will not be contained. “He has given me a child and now he ignores me.” My voice 
shakes. “I thought he loved me.”
“No-one could not – ” says Giuseppe and suddenly he is on his feet. “Forgive me.” He turns and 
strides away, his feet hard on the pebble path.
 
But he returns. As spring wears on and summer comes, I spend each day in the garden and he finds me 
again and again. I come to look out for him. I ask him to paint what surrounds me: the golden carp in 
the pools, the chirping crickets, the plum-red peonies. He does not speak much, unless I engage him 
in conversation.
“You still use your own paints,” I remark. “But on our paper?”
He looks up at me. “I thought the rice paper would wrinkle or curl up when I first used it, as our 
paper at home would do. But it does not. It surprised me. And canvas is not as easy to find here.”
“But you don’t use inks and watercolours?”
“I prefer my oils,” he admits. “They seem to work well with the rice paper. They seem to have an 
affinity – the finished texture has something silken to it.”
“They always seem alive,” I say. “The things you paint. As if they were real.” I look down at the 
carp, who are begging for crumbs, their pursed lips mouthing at the surface of the water and then at 
his image of them, their bodies swirling through watery depths. “Can you paint people the same way?”
He smiles. “I am practicing with plants and animals first,” he admits. “If I can achieve the effect 
I want I may go on to people.”
My rooms fill up with his works. Some are only scraps, sketches or quick swirls of the brush that 
I beg from him when I see them, for there is something lovely even about his half-finished works, a 
glimpse of the Garden as it is in motion – a petal falling, grass swaying, the ripples of a turtle’s dive. 
Some are larger works that he gifts to me. He does not give them into my hand, only leaves them where 
I may find them, on the outer windowsill of my room held in place by a stone, on a smooth rock where 
I like to sit. He will not let me thank him for them. When I speak of them he shakes his head and says 
they are nothing, only something half done. But I know better, for each blade of grass is finished and 
often the scene is something I have remarked on.
 
My belly grows and grows, a pumpkin swelling in the summer sun. I do not walk as far and find the 
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heat too much. I stay within the sheltering shade of a giant willow and dabble my toes in the water, 
much to Yan’s annoyance.
“You will chill your womb,” she admonishes in doomed tones.
“Since when were you appointed Court Physician?” I ask, ungraciously removing my hot feet from 
the cooling lake. I lie back on the covers Yan has laid out for me but stretch my arms so that I can feel 
the grass at the edges, tickling my palms.
I am lonely. Yong’s sudden withdrawal pained me. I had basked in the glow of his affection and 
now find myself left in a cold solitude, no matter how bright the summer sun shines on me. He sends 
me the same dutiful gifts I used to receive and has returned to court business, to long journeys away 
and hurried returns to the Garden and his study, to his piles of paper and a furrowed brow. I have only 
Yan, who worries incessantly about my health. So I turn to Giuseppe.
“Tell me about your home town,” I ask him.
He describes the daily lives of his family, he draws little sketches for me to show me their strange 
clothes, their homes. I see his world in miniature, spread across scraps of paper, while in my mind it 
comes to life. Smoke curls from tall chimneys, beggars hold out their hands for alms, ladies lift heavy 
skirts out of the dirt of the streets. The summer leaves us and the first cool winds of autumn come. I sit 
in the Garden and walk the streets of Milan.
 
The pain is so bad that I cling to Yan and beg her to make it stop. But the midwife only rolls her eyes 
and tells Yan that I will be better at this next time, that all the ladies make such a fuss the first time, 
why, we have barely started.
“There will never be another time!” I scream at her, baring my teeth in rage and pain. “Never, you 
hear me?”
Yan, emboldened by the midwife’s calm, shakes her head as though she has seen a hundred births. 
“Not pining for the Prince anymore then?” she asks cheerily and then yelps when I bite her. “You beast!”
“Beast yourself!” I shriek. “You are supposed to comfort me. Make it stop!”
Even Yan is sorry for me soon, as the warm autumn night drags on and I weep and writhe, covered 
in sweat and tears, sobbing that I will die for sure. She holds me in her arms and allows me to clutch 
desperately at her while the midwife only hums to herself and waits as though she has all the time in 
the world. I hate her.
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“A boy!” Yan crows as a wriggling, mewling, blue-toned creature struggles in the midwife’s expert 
hands. “A son for the Prince.”
He is given the name Hongli and when they place him in my arms his eyes open wide and fix me 
in a commanding stare. I stroke his silken cheek and wonder what destiny holds for him and for me, 
his mother.
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Long-haired Dog Beneath Blossoms
“A frog! I found a frog!”
The boy came running towards me, his hands cupped. I held my breath for a moment, thinking he 
might fall, so intent was he on looking at his treasure, heedless of where his feet might be placed on 
the uneven lakeside path. But he reached my side safely, arms outstretched to reveal a terrified baby 
frog, crouching in his muddied palms.
“It is a very nice frog,” I said, nodding at it before I dipped the brush back in my paints.
“Paint him for me!”
“I am supposed to be working on a commission for your grandfather,” I reminded him. “And as he 
is the Emperor, I believe his command outranks that of a prince?”
“But you are my friend,” said Hongli, smiling persuasively.
His room was filled with my paintings. Frogs, dragonflies, fish, turtles, painted on little scraps 
of paper. A recent and more formal painting, given for his tenth birthday, showed a small, brown, 
long-haired dog panting beneath a gnarled but blossoming tree: his own pet, now lying lazy in the 
spring sunshine, already worn out with its young master’s endless quests for adventure by the lakeside. 
Hongli might be confined on a daily basis to a study by his tutors and by all accounts he was an 
excellent scholar, but as soon as he was let loose each day he roamed the Garden and sought me out 
to paint images for him.
Ten years had passed since Niuhuru had given Yong a son. I had seen him grow from a wrapped-up 
bundle in her arms to a waddling infant, enchanted by the waving willows overhead. He had grown 
fleet of foot as the years went by, racing about the Garden, now become his personal playground. 
Kun’s skilled hands had woven for him a great water-dragon made from reeds, placed so that it rose 
from the waters of a small lake near Yong’s palace, its tongue a bright swatch of red silk begged 
from Niuhuru’s chests of clothes. He poked with sticks in the reeds, startling frogs and herons alike, 
ignoring Yan’s wringing hands and pleas to take care, in part directed at her own daughter, Chu. 
Adopted by Yan and Kun shortly after their marriage, Chu was the same age as Hongli. She spent her 
mornings embroidering under Yan’s supervision, her afternoons following Hongli about the Garden. 
She was as tiny as Yan must have been as a girl, quick on her feet and fearless, scrambling up rocks 
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and leaning over the sides of walkways to gaze into the lakes, side by side with Hongli. He had now 
passed his tenth birthday but he was still a child and full of playfulness. The two children brought me 
gingko leaves and I painted them so that they looked like butterflies, which they tied to silken threads 
and ran with, the leaves fluttering like wings. Niuhuru drifted in their wake, carrying her son’s many 
new-found treasures – a golden leaf, a fallen petal, a pebble. These she kept on a tiny altar in her 
rooms, changing them as he saw fit to gift her with them.
I saw them once when I had visited her to offer up a small sketch of a cricket for Hongli. The boy 
hopped excitedly about us, before suddenly diving outside, having glimpsed a timid cat peering at the 
window. Left alone, I moved away from Niuhuru. She had a scent about her, which I had identified as 
the blossoms of linden trees, a beguiling mix of fresh cut grass and honey. I found it easier to speak to 
her when I could not smell it.
“Is the Prince well? I have not seen him recently.”
She gave a half-shrugged smile. “He is always so busy. Shall we follow the children? I am afraid 
the poor cat does not much enjoy their company, they frighten it with all their jumping about.”
I followed. She never liked to speak of Yong. I remembered the old gossip, that said his short-lived 
passion for her had been partly his relief in coming back to this world after being so ill, that for once 
he had forgotten duty and work and obligations and given himself over entirely to love. There was 
certainly something of the romantic about the Prince: his flowering Garden bore testimony to it but 
once she had fallen with child he had remembered his duties and thrown himself back into work. His 
father the Emperor favoured him for it and I could not but reluctantly acknowledge him a brave man 
in continuing to stand out from his brothers and risking their jealousy, since years had passed and a 
new Crown Prince had still not been chosen. But his return to duty and his neglect of the romance he 
had once allowed to flourish must have hurt Niuhuru and now her attention seemed focused only on 
Hongli, as though she had closed up some part of herself, something I tried and failed to do myself. 
I had hoped, in giving time and attention to her son, to perhaps have created more of a brotherly 
kindness towards Niuhuru, but I knew full well that my continuing feelings towards her could not be 
dismissed as such.
 
I was not free to spend all my time in the Yuan Ming Yuan, much as it drew me. When Hongli was only 
five years’ old an earthquake had rocked Beijing and while the local wooden buildings had weathered 
the shaking of the earth, St Joseph’s had been irreparably damaged. It had been pulled down and 
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was still being rebuilt, even five years later. Its outer structure was in the hands of a newly-arrived 
Brother Moggi, a Florentine architect of a similar age to myself, a cheerfully enthusiastic man who 
had begged my time to help create the necessary decorations to the ceiling and walls of the building, 
now nearing completion.
“I have had flowers carved into the outer walls,” he said, showing me round. “But of course it is 
the interiors for which I will need your help, Giuseppe.”
I nodded. “I will do my best to aid you,” I said. “Although I have little time these days. The 
Emperor keeps me busy.”
“Whatever time you can spare me I would be grateful for,” he replied. “I have in mind that the 
pillars might be painted to suggest a marble finish. And then there is the ceiling. I have heard you can 
create painted illusions, would it be possible to paint a false domed roof?”
I looked up the flat ceiling. “A cupola? Yes, it is possible,” I said. “And the walls?”
“I leave them to you,” he said confidently.
 
“I am concerned, my son.”
I sighed inwardly. This was a topic I was growing tired of and yet I could not fault Father Friedel 
for raising it again.
“You have been here for many years now and yet you have not yet taken your final vows.”
I nodded but did not answer. I applied the paint in tiny brushstrokes, going over the same area 
again as though there were some fault in it.
“I must remind you that you were chosen not only for your skills, which we acknowledge we are 
well pleased with – as has His Majesty grown to be – but because you agreed to our requirement: 
that you must take the vows of the Jesuit priesthood. It would be normal for these to have been taken 
within two years of you reaching these shores. And yet it is more than ten years that you have been 
with us now.”
I opened my mouth to speak but he held up a hand.
“I know of course that you have told me many times that you have struggled with maintaining pure 
thoughts, that you have doubts and that you wish to allay such thoughts before you take such serious 
vows – and they are, of course, very serious. But to be a Jesuit does not mean you have no doubts at 
all. We all have doubts or we would not be human, vows or no vows. I have heard that you have used 
hair shirts, even flagellation, in your attempts to be worthy of the priesthood. I believe perhaps you are 
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too harsh on yourself. And so, my son, I urge you now to take this final step. And soon.”
I looked at the hand I was even now engaged in painting within the Church of St Joseph while he 
spoke with me, a rare commission of a Biblical scene which seemed almost strange to me now that I 
was used only to court commissions. Even this hand was Niuhuru’s. I wanted to tell Father Friedel, 
wanted to turn his face to it and tell him that because I could not paint her face in this scene I painted 
her hand, because her hands were known to me so intimately that they came first to my mind, because 
my brush knew how to paint each line of her fingers as though I had held them in my own.
Instead I nodded. “I will pray for guidance, Father,” I said.
He nodded. “When we pray for guidance we must also listen for it when it comes from the mouths 
of those about us,” he said and walked away.
 
Laura was singing, a rare sound, for usually she worked in silence with her eyebrows fiercely 
drawn together.
“You are happy today,” I said.
She looked up from her work. “The Brothers have allowed me to begin work on an altarpiece for 
the church,” she said.
I smiled. An altarpiece was a rare piece of work and given only to those whose skill could withstand 
the constant scrutiny of the congregation. “Have you chosen your topic?”
“The Madonna and Child,” she said.
I nodded. A fitting piece for an altar and also for a woman to paint. “Have you completed the 
preliminary sketches?”
She hesitated. “Yes.”
“May I see them?”
She hesitated again and when she brought me the work I knew already what I would see: Guo’s 
face, lit up with joy, a baby in her arms, the outline of a halo above her head. Laura hovered over me, 
one hand clenched as though to stop herself from taking back the sketch before I could examine it.
“I am sure it will be important to the congregation to have a local woman depicted as Our Lady,” 
I said.
Laura nodded.
“Has she been delivered of a child?” I asked.
“He is so good-natured,” she said. “They have sat for me again and again and he does not cry, not 
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at all.”
“Is her husband pleased with the idea of the commission?” I asked.
She took back the sketch. “He does not complain,” she said. She returned to her usual, frowning 
silence and I was sorry to have taken away some of her joy.
“Can I accompany you to Mass on Sunday?” I asked her and she nodded in silence.
When we arrived at the church I watched as Guo arrived with her husband and baby. I saw Laura 
stand apart as though she could not see them and watched her as she closed her eyes in prayer.
After the service I intercepted Guo and asked to see her child, still tiny, with a growing dark shock 
of hair above sleepy eyes. I held him awkwardly and thought of Hongli when I had first seen him, the 
same dark hair but bold eyes, dark and commanding. As Laura passed us, her eyes looking only ahead 
I caught at her sleeve. “You will have to hold the subject of your painting,” I said. “He must grow used 
to your company for his sittings if your altarpiece is to be a success.”
She took him from me and for a moment held him stiffly, her own face held rigidly in a polite 
smile. But his small hand reached out and touched her face and she could not help herself. A smile 
spread over her face and she stroked his cheek with her finger, murmuring to him in our own tongue 
an old lullaby. Guo’s husband had wandered away to speak with a friend and for a moment Laura and 
Guo stood together, their faces lit up with love for the boy until I had to look away as though I had seen 
something not meant for my eyes.
We walked together through the noisy streets of Beijing, saying nothing until we reached the gates 
of the Forbidden City.
“Do you regret the life you might have lived?” I asked her, as the guards examined our wooden 
passes and let us enter.
“What life would that be?” she asked.
“Remaining in your home city. Marriage. Children.”
“Do you?” she asked.
I sighed. “Sometimes. I thought my painting would be my life, that I needed nothing else.”
“And were you right?”
“Some of the time,” I said.
“Do you regret leaving Milan?” she asked.
“No,” I said, certain.
“Marriage?”
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“I would not have made a good husband, leaving for China,” I tried to joke. “And anyway, I was 
asking you.”
“I have found everything I need,” she said quietly.
“Everything?”
We paused outside the studios. “It is not how I might wish things to be,” she said. “But what I have 
found here is everything to me.”
We were silent for a while as we settled to our work, but after a time Laura lifted her head. “And 
have you found what you need here, Giuseppe?” she asked, and there was something in her tone that 
told me that she already knew the answer, that where others might have seen only a courtier’s care 
for a young prince over these past years, she had looked beyond Hongli and seen his mother, just as I 
looked beyond the baby Christ she had painted and saw the face of Guo.
“I could not be elsewhere,” I said.
Our eyes met for a moment and she nodded. “I hope that you find happiness,” she said. “Even if it 
is hard, sometimes.”
I thought of the moments when I undertook to run races with Hongli and heard Niuhuru’s laughter 
behind us, of her smile each time we met, the scent of her perfume when we passed one another. “I 
take joy in the small things,” I said.
We did not speak often nor directly of such matters, but there was a shared truth between us that 
no-one else could understand, and it gave me comfort.
 
The tiny stones I had asked Kun for were hard to work with but when I brushed the dirt off my 
hands I had to smile. Sheltered close to a rock, by the lakeside there now sat a tiny house, barely a 
hand’s height, something like a fisherman’s hut. I waited for Hongli’s return from his studies and was 
rewarded with a beaming smile when he saw what I had made.
“Is this how houses are in your country?” he asked me.
I nodded. “A simple house, not a palace like yours,” I told him.
“You could build me a palace from your own country! A big one, that I could live in!”
I let out a laugh. “It would take me years, Hongli. I would need a team of workmen.”
“You shall have them,” he told me grandly. “When I am a man, I shall give them to you. Then you 
can build me a palace.”
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I see him running towards me as a boy, his hands muddied, his eyes bright with the wonders of the 
Garden that now holds all my memories. By the lake of the Yuan Ming Yuan there runs a child I loved 
as though he were my own.
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Engraved Moon and Unfolding Clouds
The imperial hunt is the favourite time of year of the Kangxi Emperor. Yong has never been a great 
hunting enthusiast, but even he has been unable to resist Hongli’s begging to attend. Ever a dutiful 
father, he has held Hongli to excel at his studies, promising in return that he will be taken to the 
hunting grounds at Chengde, near my family home, when the Emperor decrees the start of the hunt.
“And I will shoot from horseback, like a real Manchu, while galloping!”
“You will do no such thing,” I tell him. “You will stay at the back where it is safe and you will 
observe the hunt. No more.”
“I am very nearly twelve,” he tells me, his bottom lip already beginning to pout.
“And I am your mother,” I say.
But he must have some freedom. He begins his day before the sun has even risen, he is taught not 
only Mandarin but Manchu and Mongolian scripts, he must study all aspects of Han culture. He has 
been studying since he was six, his little head bowed before his stern tutors for most of each day. His 
afternoons are given over to combat lessons using swords or improving his archery. He runs from 
his studies each day to target practice, even leaving Giuseppe alone for once. I cannot help but smile 
when I see his black-robed figure walking along a high ridge, seeking us out, wondering at Hongli’s 
unexpected absence from his side.
“Ah, archery,” he says when he sees us. “The hunt, of course, I had forgotten.”
“Are you coming?” asks Hongli, eyes fiercely narrowed at his target.
“I go every year,” he says.
“To paint the hunt?”
“Yes.”
“You could paint me! On horseback! With my bow!”
Giuseppe laughs. “Of course.”
“And you can paint me holding a tiger I have killed!”
Giuseppe’s eyebrows go up and I see him try to hide a smile. “Of course,” he says with great 
seriousness. “Will there be many tigers?”
“I am sure I will find one,” says Hongli and his arrow flies true. “I hit it! I hit it!” he shrieks. Yan 
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blocks her ears at Chu’s squeals of excitement.
I exchange a smile with Giuseppe. Sometimes I feel as though he is Hongli’s father, for he spends 
all his time with the boy and it is clear to anyone that he loves him. He paints at his command, he has 
made all manner of tiny buildings for him, hidden along the rocky edges of the lakeside, his eyes are 
warm when they rest on him. I remind myself that of course Yong is also proud, that he has chosen 
great scholars for Hongli’s education and that the many hours he holds him to studying are a mark of 
his esteem. But still, sometimes I wish that Yong would leave behind his endless papers to crouch in 
the mud by the lake and hold Hongli’s hand to steady him while he gathers tadpoles, or run hampered 
races with him, robes flapping in the wind while my boy easily outstrips him, giggling madly.
 
Chengde’s rooftops seem strange to me now, half-familiar, half-forgotten. I have rarely attended the 
hunt, for Yong always has some excuse why we should not go, masking his own lack of interest. I think 
of my mother and father, my brothers. They are so close to me and yet they will not see my son or me. 
After all these years they seem distant even in my memory. I am almost thirty and I have not seen any 
of them since I was thirteen.
Our vast procession turns away from the path leading to the city. Instead we take up residence in 
the forest in a never-ending maze of luxurious tents erected by the thousand servants who have been 
sent ahead with the baggage carts. The tents are laid out to mimic the Forbidden City, with the various 
households of princes and other officials enclosing it in an outer ring. My own tent is comfortable 
enough and Yan is quartered close by.
Hongli is impossible to control. He wants to set off now, at once, at once, to catch a tiger or a bear 
or a deer or even a rabbit – anything to show his prowess with a bow.
“You have to wait,” I tell him. “There will be a hunt tomorrow. Tonight your father will want to 
present you to your Grandfather the Emperor. You must be on your best behaviour.”
He succumbs, fretfully, to being dressed in his finest robes and demonstrates, in the privacy of our 
tent, the correct way to kowtow. He has been well trained in his short life. His manners are flawless 
when he concentrates, he has a fine bearing and speaks well. I feel a welling-up of pride.
“Are you coming?”
I shake my head.
“Please come,” he says, suddenly losing his confidence at the notion of meeting the Emperor 
alone, with only his quiet father by his side rather than my warm hand in his.
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I embrace him. “You will like your grandfather,” I say. “He is a great hunter. Talk to him of the 
hunt. Ask him questions.”
Yong nods to me as I push Hongli forwards. “He looks well,” he says formally.
I want to tell Yong that Hongli is nervous but I know this would bring a frown to his face, for he 
believes that his son should have been trained out of such childish thoughts. Instead I smile more 
broadly than I feel and say loudly that Hongli is very excited to be meeting his Grandfather and 
looking forward to the hunt.
 
Hongli is so far ahead of me that at first I can barely see him. He has been given a place of such honour 
that even Yong’s face showed surprise. His still-short legs clasp his horse’s sides with such keenness 
the poor stead is constantly trying to move forwards, mistaking his enthusiasm for a command to 
gallop. He looks up into his Grandfather’s face with eager anticipation. By my side a guard helps 
me move forwards so that I can see the hunt better from my horse. It is a long time since I rode and 
I find myself nervous, although the horse has no doubt been chosen for its docility so that a woman 
may ride it. There are few women on the hunt today, the ladies of the court prefer to remain in the 
relative comfort of the encampment. I am conscious that just behind me, comfortable on his mount, is 
Giuseppe. I turn to smile at him.
“He is so excited,” I say.
“The Emperor has taken a liking to him,” says Giuseppe, smiling back at me.
“Now all he has need of is a tiger,” I say and we both laugh. It makes me happy to know what joy 
this day brings to Hongli and to share that happiness with someone who knows him as well as I do.
Up ahead there are shouts as the beaters and dogs draw closer. The riders tense with anticipation 
for what will emerge from the dense thicket before us. Deer? Wild boar perhaps? Certainly from the 
crashing ahead it is a large animal or even several large animals. The men are eager for a first day of 
good hunting, to put the elderly Emperor in good humour and get the season off to an auspicious start.
It is a bear. Its dark coat pounds through the brush and now arrows fly towards it. The Emperor’s 
bow is at full draw and his own arrows embed themselves in the bear’s chest. I see the beast rise onto 
its legs, standing taller than a man, its great body riddled with sharp arrows, hear it roar in pain. I 
cannot help but wince. Quickly it is over, for what creature could withstand such an assault? The great 
body slumps to the ground and a cry of victory goes up. But now Hongli is being called forward by 
the Emperor, who indicates that he may finish the beast off with his own little bow. Hongli dismounts 
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at speed and steps forwards, his face alight with pride, his arm draws back to let loose the final arrow 
that will allow him to say he took part in the hunt. I smile a little at his moment of childlike glory, not 
knowing the creature is already safely dead.
But the bear rears up again, its great claws reaching out to swipe at him, missing by less than a 
hand’s breadth. There are shouts all around me. Men rush forwards while my child stands still, his face 
a mask of silent terror as a beast plucked from any babe’s nightmare roars in his face, before it falls 
again at his feet and is still.
I open my mouth to call out to him but see my hands go slack on the reins as my body crumples in 
the saddle. I fall and am caught in a man’s arms.
“Hongli,” I say, my mouth trembling so that the word comes out badly formed. “Hongli.”
“He is safe.” Giuseppe’s voice is close to my ear, so close his voice is a ragged whisper. “He 
is safe.”
I feel my body go limp again in relief and turn my face towards his chest. My cheek now pressed 
against his warm body, I become aware that I can hear his heart beating, fast and strong. Unthinking, 
I put up a hand to press against his cheek before suddenly I recollect myself and struggle in his arms 
to draw away from him.
“Stay still,” he says. “The guards are bringing a palanquin.”
Slowly I begin to hear the noise about us, as though my ears had been unable to hear anything but 
his voice. I see the silk curtains drawn back and the bearers waiting for me. I turn in Giuseppe’s arms 
as he lowers me to the ground and feel for one brief moment his arms grow tight about my waist when 
he should be releasing me. I look into his face and see all that he has never told me in all the years 
we have known one another, all he cannot ever tell me. Then his arms are gone and I am inside the 
darkness of the palanquin. Through the drapes I see the white face of my little son, brought to speak 
with me. Yong stands by his side, his face an equally pale mask of protocol.
“Hongli – ” I say, tears starting in my eyes.
“I am unharmed, Mother,” he says, his back too straight, his voice too loud.
I want to clasp him to me but I know he will cry if I do so, know that my embrace will prove his 
undoing. I look to Yong to help me, but he does not speak and so I look beyond him to Giuseppe.
“How brave you are. A true Manchu!” says Giuseppe loudly.
I smile a great smile, as though he has faced nothing worse than a rabbit. “A true Manchu,” I echo, 
glad to have something I can say that will hold back Hongli’s tears.
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“He is indeed. I am very proud of him.”
The Emperor. All around us, courtiers fall to their faces as he advances. I make to step out of the 
palanquin but he gestures that I should stay seated.
“Your Majesty,” I murmur, bowing my head. He has grown older since the first time I saw him, he 
is more stooped than the upright old man I remember from the Imperial Daughters’ Draft.
“I am impressed with your son, Lady Niuhuru,” he says.
“He is honoured by your favour,” I say, the meaningless response the only thing I can think to say.
“A brave boy,” the Emperor says, patting Hongli’s shoulder. He looks at Yong. “This boy is destined 
to lead a charmed life.”
There is a murmur from the courtiers around us. Yong bows without replying.
“We will visit your family,” announces the Emperor. “A formal Court visit will be arranged to the 
Yuan Ming Yuan.”
And he is gone in a wave of courtiers and guards. I look out of the palanquin at Yong and he looks 
back at me.
“What does it mean?” I ask.
Yong shakes his head. “I do not know,” he says and now he has finally spoken I hear his voice 
shake and know that despite his controlled formal manner he felt my own terror when he saw the bear 
rear up. “Hongli will return to the encampment with you,” he orders.
I hold out my hand to Yong. “Return with us,” I say. I cannot say more, cannot say that I am afraid 
of all the emotions I am feeling – the fear from Hongli’s encounter with the bear still cold in my belly 
along with my heart which is beating too fast for a man I should not even think of. I want Yong to take 
his place by my side, to comfort Hongli, to erase the feelings I should not be feeling.
But he shakes his head. “I must attend my father,” he says before walking stiffly away.
I offer my outstretched hand to Hongli and he climbs in beside me. Giuseppe steps forwards and 
closes the drapes about me and for a brief moment our eyes meet. Within the darkness of the palanquin, 
hidden from public view, my shaken son lies his head on my lap and sobs as he has not done since he 
was small. From outside, a hand reaches in and strokes Hongli’s head. The bearers lift us but before 
the hand can be withdrawn I clasp it in my own.
The palanquin sways through the rustling woods while outside Giuseppe keeps pace with us. 
Exhausted, Hongli falls asleep while I stare down at our entwined hands and wonder how I will ever 
let go.
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“Keep still,” snaps Yan, exasperated with her task.
I twist under her hands, fretful. “They will be here soon. I must be there to welcome them.”
“Not with your hair unfinished,” says Yan.
More than one jade pin falls to the ground and Chu, standing by to help Yan, collects them and 
returns them to her mother, her little face serious at the gravity of the event.
The now-flourishing Peony Terrace is the location for the Emperor’s visit. Set on a small island 
close to Yong’s own palace, over ninety kinds of peonies are in flower, each bloom wider than the 
span of my hands. There will be seating so that we can admire the flowers, a throne for the Emperor. 
The peonies Yan has chosen for my hair are a deep pink, with contrasting petals of pure white at their 
centre. No fewer than six are pinned into my hair, now so full of flowers, tinkling golden strands and 
white jade pins that I can barely hold my head up. My robes are a delicate green embroidered with 
grasses and butterflies. I must look like a walking garden. I try to hurry along the path but my shoes 
are higher than I usually wear and I am forced to take smaller steps. I reach the pavilion on the Peony 
Terrace just in time to see the imperial party arriving. Beside me, Lady Qi glows with satisfaction.
“A formal visit from His Majesty can only mean favour for the Prince,” she says quietly.
I nod, distracted by the sight of Hongli who is so excited he can barely keep still.
“Perhaps he has realised that it is time to choose a new heir at last,” Lady Qi continues. “We must 
do all we can to ensure the Prince is seen to be worthy.” She glances towards her eldest son, Hongshi, 
already an elegant young man. She indicates to him that he should stand further forward, where his 
grandfather will see him.
“Ladyship,” says Hongshi, bowing his head politely to me.
I nod back to him, still half-distracted by Hongli. I am not overly fond of Hongshi, he has a touch 
of arrogance to him which makes me think of the demoted Crown Prince, an expectation that the world 
will shape itself to his desires. I am well aware that Lady Qi has high hopes for Hongshi. This meeting 
is crucial for them both. If the Emperor takes to her son it may well move her one step closer to her 
ultimate goal.
The Emperor is surrounded by courtiers as well as his own ladies and it takes a while for everyone 
to find their correct positions around his throne. Hongshi, at a nod from his mother, steps forward and 
makes an elegant obeisance to his grandfather, who nods. I wait for Yong’s glance towards me and 
then make a small gesture to Hongli, so that he may do the same. Hongli rushes forwards but entirely 
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omits to kowtow, instead he perches on the arm of the Emperor’s throne and thrusts a scroll into his 
hands. I see Yong’s eyes widen in horror. Lady Qi’s mouth twists in amusement.
“I wrote it myself!” Hongli declares. “A poem about the hunting grounds for you, Grandfather!”
“Wonderful,” chuckles the Emperor, apparently delighted by my son’s breach of protocol. “Read 
it to me.”
Beside me, I feel Lady Qi stiffen. Hongshi has lost his elegant composure. He shifts uneasily from 
one foot to the other, unsure of what to do, his face bewildered as his younger half-brother is embraced 
by the Emperor as he finishes reading his composition.
“A poet as well as a hunter, eh? The boy is a marvel! Now where is your mother, boy? We will not 
frighten her with bears this time, I think – peonies are safer!” He gives a hearty laugh and the courtiers 
hurry to join in.
Hongli looks about him and indicates me. I step forward, kneel and begin my kowtow.
“Enough of that,” says the Emperor cheerfully. “Rise, rise.”
I rise and stand before him.
“I believe your son will bring you great honour one day, Lady Niuhuru,” he says, his tone more 
serious. He looks at Hongli and then at Yong, then nods, as though making a decision. “You are a 
lucky woman.”
I hear the muted gasp from the crowd around us and see Lady Qi’s face freeze over as she takes in 
the implication of his words.
The moon rises. Lanterns begin to glow throughout the Garden and we make our way to where a 
banquet has been laid out. Hongli is led to a position of honour at the Emperor’s side, with Yong close 
by. I sit among the ladies and feel all their eyes on me but do not dare to meet their gaze. I cannot bear 
it if all of them are filled with the same sudden hatred as Qi’s. I eat slowly, tasting nothing. I think back 
to the Imperial Daughters’ Draft, the day I was chosen as a minor concubine to an unknown prince. 
Now the Emperor has implied before half the court that my husband will be made his heir with my 
own son to follow. There are whispers that he would have liked to skip Yong altogether and give the 
throne directly to Hongli, but that would not be the proper way of things. But everyone is certain that 
Yong has been preferred largely because of my own son to come after him. How has this happened?
 
“I never asked for this,” I tell Yan, tugging at the peonies in my hair. They fall to the floor, crushed by 
my shaking fingers. “I never asked for this. I am happy here, in the Garden. I don’t want to live in the 
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Forbidden City, to have the other women hate me because my son is to be Emperor one day. I don’t 
want to have scheming and whispers all around me. I don’t want to be stuck inside those red walls and 
never be able to go out. I want my son safe by my side, I don’t want his brothers trying to poison him 
like the Sorcerer Prince did to Yong. I don’t want – ”
“Stop pulling!” exclaims Yan. “Half your hair will come out with the flowers if you keep yanking 
at it like that.”
I try to sit still while she dismantles my hair, my eyes brimming up with unshed tears.
“You should rest,” she says, when she is done. My hair hangs loose and my high shoes are off. My 
green robe is still on but I wave her away.
“I will undress myself,” I tell her.
“Rest,” Yan repeats. “Tomorrow you can think about what the Emperor said. For now, be grateful 
your husband and son are shown such favour, instead of worrying about the other women. They would 
not be worrying about you, if they were in your position.”
I sit alone for a few moments. I try to think of something else – the peonies, perhaps, the lanterns 
and how well they looked in the moonlight, but all I can think of is Qi’s eyes locked onto mine as I 
stood with my son in front of the throne while she and her son went unnoticed on the sidelines.
At last I stand up. I cannot sleep like this. Instead I walk out of my room and stand in the entrance 
of my palace, the door wide open to the cool night air. Down by the lakeside I can see the outline of 
a man, standing motionless in the soft glow of the fading lanterns. My bare feet hurt as I walk down 
the rough path but I do not stop until I am standing in front of him, not quite touching and yet close 
enough to feel the heat of his body.
“I can’t,” I say and I am not sure what I am talking about. That I cannot bear the future that has 
suddenly opened up ahead of me or that I cannot reach out and touch him?
“No,” he agrees.
We stand in silence and all I can hear is my own breathing and his.
“Why are you here?” I ask.
“Because I saw your face,” he says and again I do not know if he means when we first set eyes on 
one another years ago or if he means the moment this evening when the Emperor spoke and I heard the 
muted gasp from those around me that meant I had interpreted his meaning correctly.
One of my feet hurts, it is resting on a too-sharp pebble. I shift. The tiny motion allows my robe to 
touch Giuseppe’s and suddenly his lips are on mine, his arms wrapped so tightly about me that I can 
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scarcely breathe. I return his embrace with such desperation that he draws back for a second to look at 
my face. It takes only that second for me to turn and run.
 
The summer heat rises and then falls. The months pass and for the first time in all the years I have 
lived in the Garden I do not venture outside the walls of my own palace during daylight hours. Instead 
I endure the stifling heat indoors, my fan in constant movement. Yan asks if I am well, frowns at 
me, even brings me disgusting concoctions from Yong’s physician, which I leave untouched to grow 
cold. She tries to entice me out, makes Kun bring fresh flowers and water reeds to show me, talks of 
dragonflies and boating trips across the waterways of the Garden. I turn my face away and eventually 
she grows silent, hurt by my withdrawal from our friendship. I cannot find a way to tell her why I do 
not trust myself to walk in the Garden and not run to find Giuseppe.
Late each night I walk to the top of the path that leads to the lakeside and look into the shadows, 
where I can see him standing under the willow tree. Each night I see his outline turn towards me and 
each night I drop my head and return to my palace and my sleepless bed. The leaves fall from the 
willow and still his shadow waits for me among the bare branches while the wind turns cold and winter 
comes upon us.
 
The snow lies thick across the Garden, so bright it hurts my eyes, icicles sparkling from every rooftop. 
While my eyes are dazzled, my ears are left abandoned, the whiteness muffling any sound. My 
days are empty. As the leaves turned red, the high walls of the Forbidden City claimed my son. The 
Emperor decreed that Hongli’s tutors were no longer good enough for such a talented child, that he 
must continue his schooling within the imperial city, alongside the Emperor’s own youngest sons. I 
have been given an even more generous allowance along with my own eunuchs and additional maids, 
but my palace is quiet. Hongli is gone from me, Yan maintains her silence and I do not allow myself 
to speak with Giuseppe, for fear of what either of us may say.
 
It is the deepest day of winter and the sky is a darkening grey when my ears are assaulted with an 
unexpected sound of clattering armour and horses’ hooves. From the window I see a senior eunuch 
surrounded by more than thirty imperial guards ride past, their sweating horses headed for Yong’s 
palace. I have little time to wonder at their presence here when they pass my palace again, this time 
surrounding a mounted figure wrapped in thick furs. Yong.
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The winter air almost makes me gasp, I have been indoors so long. I walk through the snow in high 
boots, a silk wrap clutched about me. I quickly wish I had chosen furs. When I hear footsteps behind 
me I turn to see Yan following me. I offer her a small smile and she nods at me without smiling, as 
though reserving judgement.
The eunuch who opens Qi’s door regards me without speaking. He does not invite me in and I 
imagine he has been given orders to that effect. Instead he disappears and after a cold silence Qi herself 
appears. She looks at me with her eyebrows raised, ignoring any niceties due to a fellow concubine.
“Where is the Prince going?” I ask.
“You don’t know?” she asks, mocking.
I shake my head.
“The Kangxi Emperor is dying,” she says.
I gape at her. “Dying?”
“He has summoned seven of his sons to his bedside. What else do you think he is doing?” she 
asks me.
I swallow. “Who is the heir?” I ask.
“Yong,” she says.
“You can’t be sure of that,” I say.
She looks at me as though I am an idiot.
“You should be pleased, then,” I say, forcing a smile.
“Why would I be pleased?”
“You wanted Yong to be made heir.”
“I wanted my son to be Emperor,” she corrects me.
I don’t want to ill-wish my own son but I do not want this future for him or for myself. “He still 
might,” I say, but my voice trails away.
Qi half-snorts. “Yong has only been chosen for heir because of your son Hongli,” she says bluntly. 
“He is too boring in his own right. Dutiful, yes. Filial, of course. A hard worker. No doubt capable of 
good things. But no spark of glory. Not a warrior. Not a poet. A conscientious official, a right-hand 
man, not an emperor.”
I look down at the cold snow between us. “My son is very young,” I say.
“The Emperor took the throne at eight years old,” says Qi. “Your son is already twelve years old 
with a young enough father to go before him and pave his way.”
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I raise my eyes to her face. “I do not want this future,” I tell her.
“You do not wish to be a consort to an Emperor? A mother to an Emperor? You do not wish to be 
the Empress Dowager, the greatest woman at court, one day?”
I shake my head.
“Then you’re a fool,” she says.
“I saw Yong poisoned,” I tell her. “By his own brother. For the chance to take the throne. I do not 
want a life of ritual and grandeur. I want to live here, in the Garden and be happy with my son by my 
side, a princeling and nothing more.”
“Too late for that,” she says.
We stand in silence for a long time before I speak again. “I never wished you ill,” I say to her. “You 
or your son.”
“Too late for that,” she repeats and steps backwards into the doorway, a eunuch appearing by her 
side to close the door in my face.
I turn and look at Yan.
“She’ll still be consort to an emperor,” says Yan, without much pity.
“That’s not what she wanted,” I say.
Yan shrugs.
“Is this what I will have to live with?” I ask her. “Hatred and fear? All the other women looking at 
me with loathing, hoping that Hongli will die so that a child of theirs can supersede him? The constant 
fear that Yong will be poisoned again?”
Yan sees my eyes fill up and steps forwards, slipping her small hard hand into mine, the way she 
used to when we were barely more than children. “One day at a time,” she says. “Do not think of 
everything all at once.”
Our hands still clasped, we trudge back through the snow together. I keep my eyes on the ground, 
for the path is slippery.
“The Jesuit is here,” says Yan.
I look up quickly. Giuseppe is standing in his usual space, as the dusk grows around us. I hesitate, 
then let go of Yan’s hand and walk over to him, her presence a safeguard.
“I saw the Prince leaving,” he says. “Is it true?”
I nod. The wind is stronger now. I shiver and pull my too-thin wrap about me.
“Take mine,” says Giuseppe.
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I step backwards.
He holds his heavy outer coat out at arm’s length. I take it, careful not to touch him, and drape 
it around me. The warmth is immediate. Without thinking I nuzzle into the heavily furred collar and 
at once the scent of him overwhelms me. With a jerk I let the coat fall to the ground and run back 
towards my palace. Behind me I hear Yan panting to keep up with me. I look back. Beyond her stands 
Giuseppe, the dark furs of his coat still lying in the white snow at his feet, mingled with the silken 
folds of my wrap.
I wait till Yan has crossed the threshold before pushing the door shut so hard it shakes in its frame. 
Two eunuchs and a maid come running to see what the matter is.
I turn to look at Yan. Her eyes are serious.
“You should have told me,” she says.
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Invitation to Reclusion
Laura found me with an old sketchbook in my hands, one finger tracing the lines of the greyhound I 
once drew for the Kangxi Emperor.
“He was a kindly man,” I said. “Gruff. An old warrior, not a polished courtier. He loved a good 
feast, the hunting grounds, his ladies, all the pleasures of this world.”
“Yong may be different,” she said. “In all the years we have been here the Pope has never relented 
regarding ancestral worship. Yong may think the Mission has overstayed its welcome.”
I nodded, still tracing the lines with my fingertip. Prince Yong was a man of duty, a hard worker, a 
man committed to equality and erasing corruption. I was not sure how much artistic pleasures would 
soften him towards Christianity now that he was about to be crowned Emperor, although I knew there 
was a part of him that responded to the beauty of nature.
“He may be more stern,” she said. “Less lenient towards the Order.”
I looked up at her.
“Time to choose, Giuseppe,” she said. “Your vows or home.”
I looked back down. “That is not the choice.”
“There is no other choice,” she said gently and for a moment her small hand covered mine, her 
touch at once comforting and a burden to me.
“I cannot leave you here alone,” I said.
“I have already chosen my path,” she said. “My vows are made. As should yours be after fifteen 
years here.”
I looked up at her. “To whom did you make your vows?”
She looked away for a moment, her eyes on the half-finished Madonna and Child altarpiece, 
Guo’s face now surmounted by a golden halo. “The Brotherhood, of course,” she said very quietly. 
“Who else?”
 
I found myself walking the streets each night after my work was done. Beijing was familiar to me by 
now, its endless busyness always a strange contrast to the tranquillity of the Yuan Ming Yuan. Street 
vendors called out their wares as palanquins hurried past, their fortunate occupants hidden from view, 
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while their bearers sweated, cursing at anything in their way. When I had first come here there were 
so many sights that were new to me that I would sometimes stop in the middle of a street and find a 
little place where I might crouch down and sketch something: a face, the blurred outline of motion, an 
attempt to capture the lives swirling around me. But I had whole sheaves of such sketches now and my 
surroundings were familiar to me. So I did not pause, only walked and walked until I was tired enough 
to sleep without thinking.
 
Perhaps Yong would have been content to leave matters as they were, the Brothers permitted to serve 
at court but not preach their gospel further abroad. But as the Kangxi Emperor lay dying a final rivalry 
broke out among the imperial sons. Even though Yong had clearly been indicated as the heir, an 
imperial cousin, Sunu, tried instead to have the eighth prince Yunsi crowned.
“This can only mean trouble for us,” Father Friedel warned the Brothers when we were gathered 
together. “Sunu and his family are converts to our religion. It may go hard with us if Yong sees 
Christianity as the source of such disloyalty.”
We awaited news and sure enough the Sunu family were exiled for their disloyalty to Yong. When 
members of the family were found to be preaching the Gospel in their place of exile Yong acted 
promptly. An edict was issued placing all members of the Order under house arrest. Our work for the 
Imperial Family was to cease at once. We were obliged to stay within the precinct of St Joseph’s. My 
first thought was of Niuhuru, of being unable to see her. I found myself pacing in the tiny garden, 
thinking only of that other Garden, which Niuhuru would shortly leave as she entered the Forbidden 
City as a concubine to the new Emperor. Father Friedel counselled us all to have patience and to offer 
up our prayers, but the turn of events led to turmoil within the Order. There was nervous whispering 
everywhere, even during mass and the spacious refectory felt claustrophobic now that we knew there 
were few other places we could go except back to our own small and plainly furbished cells to sleep 
or pray. One of the astronomers who had served the Jesuits for some years now chose to return home 
rather than take his vows and be obliged to stay in a country he increasingly considered dangerous. 
Meanwhile the copper-engraver Brother Matteo Ripa had determined to leave also, although in his 
case he intended to take with him four young Chinese Christians, converts he was proud of. Removing 
them from the country would require some careful subterfuge in the current climate. Ripa had in mind 
to return to Naples where he would train the young men as priests and then send them back to China 
as missionaries.
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Father Friedel, convinced of the necessity of patience and the belief that we might yet soften 
Yong’s attitude through excellence of service, determined that the time was right to send Brother 
Arailza home.
“He has never really enjoyed his work here,” he told me. “And has never yet won imperial 
preference. In all honesty, Giuseppe, Arailza’s skill as a painter is not as great as yours and I believe 
that you have had some signs of imperial favour shown to you, which may yet stand us in good stead. 
You intend to stay, I hope?”
I watched the preparations for departure and saw the travellers’ excitement grow, wondered what 
it would be like to travel to the South and back to Macau, to see a ship rocking on the waves and know 
that, God willing, I would see my home city and family again in a year’s time. Even Brother Arailza 
seemed to brighten at the thought of returning home, even though my preferment over him must have 
hurt his professional pride. For some days I thought of my journey here and even found old sketches I 
had done on board the ship: the sailors at work, Laura half-dozing on deck, the far-off shore. And yet 
I knew that each step of the journey would take me further away from Niuhuru. If I stayed here there 
was some chance that Yong would eventually relent, that I would see her again.
“I cannot leave without bidding farewell to… to those I have known and cared for here,” I said 
to Laura.
“And if we are never released from house arrest?” she asked softly.
“At least I will not be far away,” I said, although my heart was heavy at the idea of spending the 
rest of my life within these narrow precints.
It was Laura who took it upon herself to read me the two letters I received from my brother telling 
me of the death of my parents. They had been sent almost a year apart but had somehow arrived 
together and when I opened the first I found myself unable to read it. Laura’s voice trembled when she 
read each one and I submitted to her embraces, her looks of concern, her reminders that I must care 
for myself. She did not allow me to forget to eat or drink in my sorrow. I nodded and thanked her and 
assured her that I was well enough. Strangely I did not think so much of the moment of our parting, 
instead small memories of my childhood would come to me at odd moments while I was working. 
The size of my father’s hand wrapped around my own and his rough brown beard, which I would 
pull when sat upon his knee. My mother’s scoldings, usually followed by some small sweetmeat, her 
tugging at my clothes to try and make me more presentable when visiting elderly relatives. Even while 
momentous events occur all around us, our lives are made up of such small details. When Matteo and 
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his converts as well as Brother Arailza and the astronomer left us I bid them all farewell and put away 
my sketches of the sea.
That night I left my scholar’s black clothing in my little room and instead donned the brighter 
robes of a well-to-do Manchu man, a man free of the burdens and expectations of the Brotherhood. I 
slipped out of the gates unseen, flouting the rules of our house arrest.
The streets of Beijing flickered with lanterns and the little fires of stallholders. I walked among the 
busy crowds and passed over a few coins for bread and meat, for a long stick of candied crab-apples, 
tart and sweet all at once. I walked first one way and then another, not aiming for any destination.
“A man should have company, so late at night.”
I looked down at the hand on my arm and the set smile of the girl to whom it belonged. She 
watched me hesitate and her fixed smile grew a little broader.
“Come,” she said and I followed.
Perhaps I thought that if I only saw her in the dim light of a lantern, her long black hair might 
convince me that I held Niuhuru in my arms and that I would be sated of this impossible desire. 
Perhaps I knew already that I would never leave this place and that therefore I must take the vows I 
had avoided for so long. Perhaps I thought I should be reminded of what I was giving up.
It no longer matters which of those is true. I returned to my room and when I awoke the next 
morning I wore my scholar’s black and told the Brothers that I would take my vows whenever they 
so wished.
 
I knelt and heard my voice speak the words of the vows and yet they did not seem to come from 
my mouth.
Almighty and eternal God, I understand how unworthy I am in your divine sight. Yet I am 
strengthened by your infinite compassion and mercy, and I am moved by the desire to serve you.
I had knelt like this only a few days before, my forehead touching the ground as I heard Prince 
Yong proclaimed the Yongzheng Emperor, his former name now taboo even to those who had known 
him well. Now I knelt to repeat the words I had so long evaded, with Laura’s serious eyes on me.
I vow to your divine majesty, before the most holy Virgin Mary and the entire court of heaven, 
perpetual chastity, poverty, and obedience in the Society of Jesus.
As I raised my eyes I saw the painting I myself had undertaken on the chapel wall, saw Niuhuru’s 
hand. I thought of her standing on the bamboo path the first time I saw her, felt the weight of her body 
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in my arms as she fell from her horse at the hunt, recalled the touch of her lips on mine under the 
willow tree. Last of all I thought of her standing with the other concubines by Yongzheng’s golden 
throne as I raised my eyes from the ground and saw my foolish dreams turn to dirt.
I promise that I will enter the same Society to spend my life in it forever.
As the robes of imperial yellow were placed about Yongzheng’s body, so the high vermillion walls 
of the Forbidden City claimed Niuhuru and immured her within its endless corridors.
I understand all these things according to the Constitutions of the Society of Jesus.
I did not need to hear the murmurings of the congregation behind me as the words came to an end, 
barely even saw their lips moving with good wishes or the beaming face of Father Friedel as I left 
the church.
Therefore, by your boundless goodness and mercy and through the blood of Jesus Christ, I humbly 
ask that you judge this total commitment of myself acceptable; and as you have freely given me the 
desire to make this offering, so also may you give me the abundant grace to fulfil it.
 
With the edict of house arrest still upon us I could only work on the chapel, only paces from our 
sleeping quarters. Our world had grown very small. I created the illusion of a cupola on the flat 
ceiling as Brother Moggi had asked, completed the pillars with the semblance of a marbled finish, then 
continued the work on the walls. One panel contained a trompe l’oeil showing a doorway leading to a 
room filled with beautiful objects, from scrolls and fine books to a cabinet of curios and a vase filled 
with peacock feathers on which a ray of sunshine shone. Brother Moggi invited a local scholar, Yao 
Yuanzhi, to view it. The scholar reached out a hand, as though he might enter the room portrayed, then 
started back when he perceived that there was no doorway, only a wall, cold to the touch.
“It is like a fairytale,” he exclaimed, much to Moggi’s amusement and delight. I smiled at his 
pleasure, although I could not help feeling my spirit sink at the idea of henceforth painting only to 
amuse locals with pretty illusions or for the contemplation of the Brothers, my days spent more and 
more in prayer to be released from this prison-like existence.
“I have brought you a little gift,” added Yuanzhi. He held out a little polished stone, a reddish 
colour with many stripes to it. “I gather you have a collection,” he added approvingly. Collecting such 
stones to appreciate their natural beauty was a pastime amongst the literati here, I knew.
“Thank you,” I said. “You are too kind.” In truth, what he had taken for a scholarly pastime was 
only a further sign of my struggles here. My collection of little pebbles did not come from across the 
131
empire and beyond, rather each was a reminder of the Garden. It had become a habit with me to collect 
a little stone from there each time I saw Niuhuru, a concrete reminder of an illusory desire.
 
Among the silken-soft petals in the Garden of my memories there is one flower made of cold stone, a 
flower taken from the wall panels of St Joseph’s. Where the other flowers are warmed by the sun, even 
now beneath my hand I feel as I did then the unforgiving chill of marble petals.
May God have mercy on my wretched soul.
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The Endless Palace
Peering out of the swaying palanquin I am reminded that Beijing appears grey from a distance, for the 
roof tiles give the mostly single-storey buildings a uniform appearance. But our destination shines at 
the centre of this grey city, its red walls and swooping golden tiles reminding all who see them that 
this is the residence of the Son of Heaven, the Forbidden City, which houses thousands of eunuchs and 
thousands more maids and other servants, hundreds of craftsmen and courtiers, hundreds of women 
and yet only one man. When night-time comes a call goes out across the palaces, a warning that all 
those who do not reside here must leave at once. At night only two men are allowed to be here: the 
on-duty court physician and the Emperor. Any other man found here at night will be executed.
The blood-red outer walls tower so high above us that I cannot see their tops without being 
blinded by the sun. Dazzled, I lower my gaze. The great red and gold gates swing open and our many 
palanquins and cartloads of goods pass through. We travel through endless vast courtyards until we 
reach the Inner Court, our new home. The palanquins separate, clatter away down one tiny pathway or 
another, delivering each of us to our new palaces. Here we ladies will be separated by hard stone and 
high red walls, not water and pebbled lakeside paths.
The sounds of imperial life are sharpened here, each footstep, voice and movement accentuated by 
the hardness of the materials around us. The golden roof tiles stamped with roaring dragons, the marble-
carved clouds entwined about pillars, doors opening onto doors onto doors. The endless, endless hard 
cobbles where once there was soft grass beneath my feet. High walls are everywhere. When I touch 
them my fingertips come away stained red from the powdery pigment used to paint them.
“Your garden, my lady,” announces the eunuch who first shows me my new home.
I look about me in silence. A courtyard. A solitary sombre pine. Pots of flowers, falsely bright 
against the hard stone. Dark pitted rocks, twisted as though by some giant malevolent hand.
“All the way from the south of the empire,” the eunuch assures me, awaiting my praise, my pleasure.
I turn back into my rooms of my palace. No expense has been spared, every comfort has been 
arranged for me. I wonder briefly which still-living concubine of the Kangxi Emperor once called this 
palace home before being swiftly relegated to some distant part of the Forbidden City as his last breath 
left her unwanted and invisible for the rest of her life.
133
What freedom I had is gone. If I stand, squatting servants rise from their corners, ready for my 
command. If I sit, they crouch back down, waiting to be summoned.
 
Lady Nara, since she was already Yong’s Primary Consort, is now made Empress Xiaojingxian. My 
own name and rank is changed to Consort Xi, a new name for each woman, our previous identities 
left behind as we take up our new positions. Lady Qi is also made a Consort. I wonder how often she 
counts the steps between Consort and Empress, how she intends to become a Noble Consort and then 
an Imperial Noble Consort.
 
It takes Yongzheng a while to soften his edict regarding the house arrest of the Jesuits. Only once 
members of Sunu’s family have been executed does he relent and allow them to serve at court again. I 
ask to see the coronation portrait, believing Giuseppe may be tasked with showing it to me but he is not 
there. I stand before the portrait of my husband, the Son of Heaven on the imperial throne, his yellow 
robes of state draped in silken folds about him. I reach out a hand and touch the silk canvas, knowing 
that Giuseppe must have touched this very point, that it was his hand that held the brush to make this 
stroke, and this one and this one.
“Come away,” says Yan softly. I follow her back to the walls within walls within walls that now 
make up my home. There is nowhere else for me to go.
 
I stand with Kun in the courtyard of my palace and spread my hands. “Whatever you can do, Kun,” 
I say.
He turns on himself, looking around the space. When he meets my gaze I know that my sadness 
and sense of loss is reflected in his eyes. We have left something beautiful behind and this place, awe-
inspiring as it is, is no substitute for the tranquillity and delicacy of the Garden.
I see Kun outside every day afterwards, as he tries to bring a softer touch to the space, filling it with 
multiple pots of flowers, adding ornamental grasses to the base of the pine. He brings a metal sculpture 
of a heron and adds a wide brass basin, which he fills with water and tiny water lilies. He makes as 
much of a garden as is possible in this hard space.
 
I eat and am watched. I sleep and am watched. Where Yan would turn her eyes away discreetly when 
I sat to empty my bowels, here there are many more servants and they watch me closely, the better, 
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they think, to serve me. I try to dismiss them when I wish to be alone and a few, so few, will leave 
my presence and the rest will simply crouch in corners, waiting for my next command, ignoring my 
desperate need for solitude.
When I find that solitude is impossible, I try to lighten my days with familiar faces. I invite the 
other concubines to sit with me. They come, but something has changed. We were friendly nobodies, 
once, concubines to a distant prince, kept in a soft world of flowers and water. There was no need for 
jealousy or suspicion. Now we are concubines to an Emperor, in a hard world of imperial glory and 
opportunity. Daughters who were once indulged are now dismissed as useless, for what is needed is 
sons, many sons. And it is my son who has been shown favour. The gossips do not even bother to lower 
their voices when they say that Kangxi gave the throne to Yong so that Hongli might become Emperor 
one day, it is considered common knowledge. Where there was once sibling rivalry between the 
many brothers of Yongzheng, any courtier worth the name would now swear that the name concealed 
within a golden box and placed behind the throne is my son’s. And so the women I invite, who once 
treated me as a pet, perhaps even daughter-like, certainly no threat, now look at me warily. How has 
this woman, considerably their junior, leap-frogged them to a path destined for imperial power? The 
conversation is stilted and they refuse my offers to play mah-jong, even though I know they still play 
amongst themselves. My own son, filial and good-natured though he is, visits me, bows, brings me 
gifts and is gone again, a young man eager to assist his father, to explore the empire that will one day 
almost certainly be his.
 
My son reaches manhood. I am promoted again, given the title of Noble Consort. With each change of 
rank my robes reflect my status, each rank a brighter shade of yellow, headed inexorably for the imperial 
yellow that is my destiny because it is my son’s. And time passes, even within these unending walls.
 
The Empress, Lady Nara, dies. A dutiful woman, a kindly woman.
I wear white. I set aside jewels and I join with the visits to temples to honour her name as she is 
interred with all due ceremony in the Western Qing Tombs.
“Are you ready?”
I look to my left, where Lady Qi stands beside me, her long hair loose, her face set in a mask. 
“For what?”
“To be made Empress, of course.”
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I don’t answer.
“Who else should he choose?” asks Qi. “You are already a Noble Consort. You are the mother of 
his favoured son.”
I swallow at the bitterness in her voice. This is what I dreaded, what I wished to avoid. Women 
who have become awkward around me or worse, those who now actively hate me for straying into 
their path to power. “I have no wish to be Empress,” I say.
“You will forgive me if I do not believe you,” she says. “You say you do not wish for greatness, 
yet still you rise.”
 
I am summoned by Yongzheng and kneel before him.
“You are to be made Empress,” he tells me. “I will have it announced.” He waits for my smile, for 
my kowtow. Perhaps he hopes for some closeness to emerge between us again, as it once did so long 
ago in a different place to this.
I stay kneeling but I do not kowtow. I do not smile. “I do not wish to be made Empress,” I tell him.
His smile fades. “Why not?”
I shake my head. “I do not wish for such an exalted position,” I tell him. “I beg you to choose 
someone else. You could choose Lady Qi,” I add, thinking that the honour might appease her.
Yongzheng frowns. “Nonsense,” he says. “Why would I choose her?”
I don’t reply. Does he know nothing of Lady Qi’s desire for power? I can see that he is displeased 
with my stubborn silence.
“Very well,” he says at last. “You will not be made Empress.”
I feel my shoulders sag with relief and hurry to perform a kowtow. “Thank you,” I murmur.
But he has not finished with me. “You will, however, be known as my Primary Consort,” he rules. 
“You will oversee the conduct of the other ladies of my court and you will carry out such duties as 
must be undertaken in the temples and during festivities.”
I sit back on my heels, aghast, as he stands and leaves the room. He has made me Empress in all but 
name. When the announcement is made I see Qi’s eyes slide towards me. I know without her saying 
so that she thinks me a liar, a backstabbing liar who claims not to wish for power and yet inexorably 
rises towards the ultimate position of power.
 
Embarrassed at being set above women older than myself, instead I try to befriend the new concubines, 
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who are now in my care. Fresh-faced girls, glowing at being chosen to wed a still-young emperor, I 
find quickly enough that they regard me with fear mixed with resentment. Having passed my thirtieth 
year, I am already old to girls more than ten years my junior. They fear me because I am highly ranked 
but they also dislike me for having already produced a son who is all but certain to reach both the 
throne and the imperial yellow which everyone here craves for themselves or their offspring. Where is 
the room for them, where is the space that they must claim if they wish to reach higher levels of glory? 
They are angry, too, that there is no way to become Empress because I have refused the position and 
so, without even taking the role, have blocked the path to it for those younger and more beautiful, more 
fertile, more ambitious, than I. They squirm in resentful silence in my presence and I do not know what 
to say to break the invisible barriers between us. Instead I let them go and do not invite them again, no 
doubt to their relief as much as mine.
I sit alone, watched in silence, until I begin to think I will go mad.
 
I take my place on a carved throne and watch as hundreds of girls kneel before me in a courtyard much 
like the one I knelt in many years ago. This time I am the one to choose, for it is time my son was 
married. He has been named Prince Bao of the First Rank. I tremble at the thought of choosing these 
girls’ destinies but my face must stay still and calm, my choices must be firm.
I glance down at the paperwork containing their names while the Chief Eunuch, vastly more 
experienced in this task than I, whispers delicately in my ear.
“Lady Fuca. An excellent family. Well bred. Gracious in her manner, no sign of arrogance, a 
dutiful demeanour to her superiors and elders. Well versed in etiquette. Filial. An appropriate choice 
for the Prince’s Primary Consort.”
I look the girl over. I am choosing a future Empress, a woman who must carry a heavy weight and 
carry it without seeming burdened. Who will feel destiny creeping closer every day and who cannot 
hope to escape it. I am choosing my son’s future happiness. I swallow and incline my head a fraction.
The Chief Eunuch’s loud voice echoes around the courtyard. “Lady Fuca! Chosen as Prince Bao’s 
Primary Consort!”
The girl sinks to her knees and performs a formal kowtow to me and when she rises I see her face 
is a little flushed, but she seems content. This is a girl whose family fully expected such an honour, 
who have moulded her for this life. I whisper a prayer that she may be happy, that I have chosen well, 
as she is led away to her new home within these walls.
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Other girls are chosen. Few stand out for me. Lady Gao. Lady Zhemin, a relative of Lady Fuca. 
Lady Su, a girl from a lesser background like my own, looks startled to be chosen. A frightened slip of 
a girl I hesitate from choosing, but when her name is called out, Lady Wan’s face lights up in a radiant 
smile and I can only surmise that she has romantic notions of marrying a prince. I hope she will not 
be disappointed.
I pause. My son is young. He has many years ahead of him to add to his ladies. There is no need to 
choose any more. I shake my head slightly but the Chief Eunuch bites his lip, considering.
“Perhaps one more?” he murmurs discreetly. “For an auspicious number?”
I sigh. The eunuchs are obsessed with everything being auspicious. Numbers, animals, flowers, 
days… the list is endless. I nod wearily and look about the courtyard. The girls stand motionless in 
their expectant ranks. One girl catches my eye. She is beautiful, as they all are of course but right now, 
among a sea of anxious faces, hers stands out. She has a dreamy expression, her eyes are lit up with 
some interior happiness. I think yes, here is a girl who can find the good in life and who may be content 
in this strange place. I indicate her with a golden nail and the Chief Eunuch nods, agreeable. She is a 
Manchu and from a good family.
“Lady Ula Nara! Chosen as Secondary Consort for the Prince!”
The girl’s face drains white and her eyes meet mine in shock. Any happiness she had a moment ago 
is entirely gone. She drops to her knees but does not complete the elegant kowtow to me, her future 
mother-in-law, that she should. Instead she crawls forward a little and addresses me directly, breaching 
all protocol. Her voice shakes so badly I can barely make out what she is saying.
“I do not wish to marry the Prince, my Lady. I beg you to let me return to my – to my family.”
There are gasps among the girls. Heads turn.
I feel my stomach turn over. I have never heard of such a reaction to being chosen. I don’t know 
what to do. I glance for help towards the Chief Eunuch, who is both appalled and furious.
“How dare you question the Emperor’s Primary Consort?” he screams at her, his face red. “How 
dare you refuse the honour that has been bestowed upon you? You have been chosen and you will take 
your place among the Prince’s ladies!”
He makes a tiny gesture to me and I rise, causing all the girls to drop to their knees. I begin to 
leave the courtyard but cannot help looking over my shoulder to where the girl Ula Nara kneels on 
all fours on the cold cobbles, her head down and her body shaking with sobs. The other girls stare in 
helpless fascination.
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“Ignore her, my lady,” advises the Chief Eunuch. “Some of the girls behave very oddly when they 
are chosen. It is only nerves.”
“But what if she was promised elsewhere?” I ask, the thought only now coming to me. The moment 
when she paused before saying she wanted to return to ‘my family’, as though she meant to say a name?
He is remorseless. “What marriage could possibly be as advantageous to her as one to your son, 
the Prince?” he asks.
If she was in love with someone, I think, but do not say it. If there was someone whose name she 
barely dared whisper, whose scent overwhelmed her, whose touch she longed for. But I know better 
than anyone that such a thought is irrelevant here, where a connection to the Imperial Family is all 
anyone could ever wish for.
 
I am called to Yongzheng from time to time but whatever connection we once had has long gone. 
He has become ‘the Emperor,’ his brow ever more furrowed with his workload and his concerns. He 
wishes the empire to be well-run and all he can talk about is how it might be managed better, how 
corruption must be driven out and more stringent laws and taxes passed to ensure good governance. I 
admire him for his dedication but I do not understand all of what he talks about, nor do I find intimacy 
in it. So I lie quietly in his arms and when I am dismissed I call for Yan and she administers the Cold 
Flower, so that I will not be taken with child. I cannot find it in myself to desire another baby, to bring 
a warm, living being into this chilled world.
I embolden myself and tell Yan that I wish to see Giuseppe. Here in the Inner Court of the Forbidden 
City, I know full well I may never see him again if he is not summoned to my presence. We do not have 
the freedom to find one another by accident among the streams and flowers of the Yuan Ming Yuan.
“Are you sure?” she asks me.
“Yes,” I say, although my voice shakes a little.
When he arrives I am seated on a throne in my receiving hall, a formality that I thought would give 
me courage but instead makes me feel awkward, as I look down on him. He gives a small nod when he 
sees me, as though he can see the choice I have made and understands it, or at least I hope he does. His 
bow is deep and graceful, as formal as my choice of seating. I hear my voice crack as I begin speaking.
“You are well?”
“I am well, your ladyship,” he says.
I struggle to think what I can say to him. Nothing I want to say to him is possible. “I saw the 
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coronation portrait, it is very fine.”
He gives a faint smile. “I seem to have refined my technique so that it has become acceptable rather 
than inauspicious.”
I nod. The silence stretches out between us.
“You have seen the other portraits commissioned by His Majesty?” he asks at last.
“No,” I say. “What portraits?”
“I call them masquerades,” says Giuseppe, smiling a little more. “It is a word from my country 
meaning masks. The Emperor dresses as one thing or another and is painted.”
“Dressed as what?” I ask.
“A travelling monk. A hermit. A poet or musician. Such things.”
I frown, unable to imagine Yongzheng dressing up as any of these things. “Why?”
He thinks for a moment. “Perhaps he feels burdened by his role,” he says. “For an emperor so 
dedicated to his empire, some respite must be necessary.”
I think of the endless papers in Yongzheng’s study and the endless notations in the vermillion script 
used only by Emperors on them, of his tired face. I nod. “He should not work so hard,” I say. “He 
should enjoy some time without work, but he hardly ever does.”
“Perhaps he has the portraits to make him think of other things he might be doing, other lives he 
might have led?”
I consider other lives I might have led. Of a life in which I would be free to take Giuseppe’s hand 
and walk away from all of this. What other lives does my husband dream of? A life where he, the Son 
of Heaven, owns nothing? A life where he can retreat to gentle pastimes of music and poetry, rather 
than the endless unfolding papers of state? I shake my head a little to bring me back to the here and 
now. “And you are well? Your own life is happy?”
He does not answer me at once. His eyes do not meet mine and at last he says, with great 
gentleness, his eyes steady on the floor between us, “I try to be well. I took my vows when the Emperor 
was crowned.”
“Vows?” I ask, although I know already from his tone that this is not something I should pursue.
“The vows required by the Brotherhood, the Jesuits,” he says. “Poverty, obedience and chastity.”
I knew before he said the word what it would be, the tiny pause before he spoke that final word told 
me. What else might a priest vow? “You took your vows when the Emperor was crowned?” I repeat.
“When you left the Garden,” he says and his eyes meet mine.
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I am summoned to one of the great receiving halls in the Outer Court. My palanquin bobs and sways 
while I consider for what reason I may be called upon. I am not aware that I have left undone any of 
my duties. I expect to see my husband but I am mistaken.
“A concubine has been found guilty of taking a lover,” the Chief Eunuch tells me.
I can’t help it, I feel a chill in my stomach and have to fight not to clear my throat before I speak. 
“A concubine?”
“One of the old ones,” he says dismissively. “A minor concubine to the previous Emperor. She was 
selected from the Daughters’ Draft the year before he died.”
I think of a girl, somewhere between thirteen and sixteen years of age, chosen as a bride for an 
old man. She might have been selected as his companion once or twice or possibly not at all before he 
died and when his last breath left him she would have been hustled away into some dreary back palace, 
away from us new ladies, we who had the good fortune to be chosen for a living, breathing, emperor. 
One of us lives now in what used to be her palace and her days are so empty as to be desolate. She may 
live another fifty, sixty years or more and never be touched, never be loved, never have any hope at all 
of advancement, whether through children or through her own charms.
“With whom was she having an affair?” I ask. There are no men allowed within the Forbidden 
City overnight and who would she come into contact with anyway, in the Inner Court? The maker of 
perfumes, the robe makers, the shoemakers? Most of these within the Forbidden City are eunuchs, 
skilled in such tasks. The monks of the many temples? Surely not.
“A eunuch,” says the Chief Eunuch, his face appalled at this breach. While he himself does 
in fact have a wife, the only reason for the eunuchs’ very existence is to keep well away from the 
Emperor’s women.
I think of Yan and Kun, of a love that made an impossible leap and found itself somehow safe, 
wrapped in a warm embrace, blessed by some unseen deity who took pity on the fate of mere mortals 
and their suffering here on earth. I picture for a brief moment this unknown girl and her loyal servant, 
clinging to one another in their need for love and I feel my heart grow heavy.
“It is a matter for the Emperor,” I say, knowing this to be untrue. If it were, I would not have 
been summoned.
The Chief Eunuch shakes his head. “The eunuch was under my jurisdiction and he has already 
been beheaded at my command. The girl comes under your jurisdiction. Her fate is in your hands.”
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“The Emperor to whom she was married is dead,” I say.
“She was unfaithful to his memory,” he says.
I am silent. This is not an argument I can ever win. There are too many dynasties and centuries of 
such rules for me to overthrow them in one conversation with a eunuch.
From the folds of his robe appears a white silk scarf. “You may give her this,” he says.
I do not touch the silk. I am aware of what he is implying. I try to imagine how I can stand, face to 
face with this girl, younger than myself, and suggest to her that she should take her own life for having 
been unfaithful to the memory of an old man she probably saw a handful of times in her short life here 
before he died. I can feel my eyes welling up with tears.
The Chief Eunuch has spent his life in service to this court. He has risen to this position of power 
because he knows what to do at every moment, on every occasion. He is not unprepared for my 
weakness. “Does your ladyship wish for me to take the matter into my own hands?” he asks.
I hold out my hand and he gives me the silk. It is so soft, so light that I wonder if it is capable of 
the task for which it has been made. “Which palace?” I ask and he steps outside the receiving hall, to 
speak with my bearers and direct them.
 
My own palace is sumptuous, of course. I am all but Empress. The courtyard palace where we stop, 
somewhere on the furthest boundaries of the Inner Court, is a sad affair by comparison. The bright 
paints adorning the walkways are faded and cracked, peeling here and there to show the weathered 
wood underneath, grey with years of neglect. A few half-hearted flowers struggle to grow in the shaded 
light but most are fading as autumn creeps closer. The walkway which winds its way around the 
entirety of the courtyard has loose boards.
I dismount from my palanquin and stand by it, uncertain. I am very conscious of the white silk of 
the scarf I carry, its soft folds now crumpled from being gripped in my damp palm.
“An Empress? Here?”
I turn quickly. On the opposite side of the courtyard a woman has appeared on the walkway. She is 
wearing a robe that might once have been grand but is now faded, like her surroundings. “I am here – ” 
I begin.
“For the bad one?”
“For the Lady – ”
“I know who you are here for.” She spits. “The young one. The fool who got caught.”
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“Where is she?”
Slowly, the woman makes her way round the walkway until she is near to me. Up close, she is quite 
old. She must be one of the Kangxi Emperor’s first brides, her face covered in fine wrinkles, her eyes 
hooded by drooping skin. Her voice grates, cracks. “What are you going to do with her?”
I try to regain some authority. “That is not your concern,” I say. “Where is the girl?”
She grins at me, showing a missing tooth, the others yellowed with age. “Where is the silk scarf?”
I hold it closer to my body but she catches the small movement and suddenly her face is serious. 
“It’s true, then?” she asks and her voice quavers. “She must die?”
“Where is the girl?” I ask more loudly.
“She is not so much to blame, you know,” says the woman. “She was so young when they chose 
her. Perhaps they thought a young one would warm an old man’s bones, but he barely saw her before 
he died and then she was all alone.”
I look about me to see if I can find someone else to speak with. I do not want to hear what I already 
know, about the unfairness of what I am doing, about the rules which govern all of us and which some 
simple girl has fallen foul of. I want this to be over.
“We are all alone,” adds the woman, her voice an unending sing-song, reminding me uneasily of 
childhood stories about witches and their curses. “Alone and forgotten here.”
“You are cared for as honoured ladies of His Majesty’s late father,” I say.
“We are forgotten,” she says. “As you well know. None of us leaves this place. Our walls were once 
the walls of the Forbidden City, with his death they have shrunk down to the walls of this courtyard.”
“I need to see the girl,” I say.
The woman raises her chin. I turn to see a girl standing on the walkway where the woman first stood.
“Come here,” I say too loudly.
The girl makes her way towards me, avoiding the loose boards with an unthinking familiarity 
that saddens me. She edges past the older woman with a bowed head, coming to stand in front of me, 
looking down at me from her place on the walkway. She is quite short and her frame is delicate. Her 
face is very pale, as though she has not seen sunlight for many months, even though summer is now 
coming to a close.
“Ladyship.”
“I need to speak with you alone,” I say.
Her small hand extends, indicating a dark doorway into the palace. I step up onto the creaking 
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walkway and enter, hearing her move behind me as she follows. I do not turn to see if the old woman 
has followed us. Instead I stand still and gesture that she should come round to face me, which she 
does, standing before me in the poor light, her eyes fixed on my face.
“You should know that your conduct leaves me no option,” I say. “Do you have something to say?” 
I expect a denial or begging for my mercy but instead the girl continues to stare at me in silence. “You 
don’t deny your misdoing?” I want her to deny everything, to suddenly prove, somehow, at this late 
moment, that she was innocent, that there has been some mistake.
“I loved him,” she says. “And he loved me. No-one had ever loved either of us.”
I want to speak but I cannot. I want to say something – perhaps to threaten her to beg for mercy 
although I know that no mercy will be shown – perhaps to beg her to lie. But my throat is closed. What 
she has spoken is probably nothing but the truth: that since either of them had come to the Forbidden 
City neither had been shown kindness, nor tenderness, nor love. That somehow they found such things 
in one another.
“You know he is dead?” I ask. I curse myself for the hard tone that struggles out of my cramped 
throat. I want my question to frighten her into lying to save her life but she only keeps her eyes fixed 
on me.
“Yes,” she says simply. And then, “May I join him?”
And it is I, all-but-Empress, who am silenced by this nobody-concubine’s grace and power. I hold 
out my hand and she draws from my sweating grip the silent white silk, turns and walks away into the 
dark recesses of the other rooms of this forgotten and damned palace.
 
I dream of the Yuan Ming Yuan. I walk through the bamboo-lined path where I first met Giuseppe 
and the bamboos turn from their delicate green to a dark red as I brush past them. I pause by the lake 
where Hongli used to play and the water turns muddy at my approach. I follow a tiny path and it leads 
me on and on, twisting and winding to nowhere. I try to change direction and the path is always the 
same. I wake sweating and have to sit on the side of my bed, my bare feet cold on the floor so that I can 
believe that it was only a dream. When morning comes I send a messenger to Yongzheng and ask for 
permission to go to the Yuan Ming Yuan. I have not seen it for so long that I am beginning to forget it 
and I want to be there and reassure myself that the bamboo leaves are still green, that the water is clear 
and the tiny path will take me back to my old home, the wisteria-covered palace.
But the messenger returns with my husband’s refusal. He says that it is autumn, too cold to spend 
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time in the imperial summer garden. He looks forward to a summer visit there with me, next year. I 
think of the snowball fights Yan and I had there when it was my home year-round and want to disobey 
him, but I know that protocol does not allow for me to leave the Forbidden City without his permission. 
I am stuck here, with my dreams and the consequences of my actions.
 
I ask to see Giuseppe again, send word that I wish to see whatever his latest work in progress is. When 
he arrives it is with two eunuch apprentices, who carry with them a huge hand scroll. Such a scroll 
would usually be viewed little by little, but I ask to see the entirety of it. It takes them a long time to 
unroll the whole length of and when they do it stretches the length of my receiving hall. It shows a 
landscape and trees on a plain filled with horses, with mountains rising behind it.
“One Hundred Horses,” says Giuseppe. “A commission from His Majesty.”
The horses are beautiful and of many varied colours. Some play together, others eat grass, some 
even race one another. In the distance are two men on horseback, perhaps hunting or rounding up the 
herd. I admire the painting for some time.
“This horse seems different from the rest,” I say at last. In the centre of the scroll, although set 
a little way back, under the shadow of a tree, stands a brown horse. Unlike the well-fed and healthy 
horses depicted with their companions elsewhere on the scroll, this one stands alone, its gaunt sides 
plainly showing its ribs, its head hanging dejectedly.
Giuseppe looks at the scroll for a moment in silence. “He is,” he says.
“He seems unhappy,” I say. “Lonely.”
Giuseppe’s eyes leave the scroll and come to settle on mine. “He is,” he agrees.
I drop my gaze. “You may leave us,” I say and he bows and leaves the room before his apprentices 
have even finished rolling up the scroll, scurrying after him even whilst trying to bow to me.
 
“There is no need for you to see the girl,” rules the Chief Eunuch. “It is done and she will be disposed 
of. You have done your part, my lady.” He is pleased with me perhaps, glad that I am revealed as a 
woman who will act as is right and proper, who will carry out even the harder parts of her position and 
do it without mewling to him that it is too much.
I shake my head. “I gave her the silk. I need to see her,” I say and once again my palanquin makes 
its way towards the forgotten palaces.
I follow the Chief Eunuch’s splendid robes into darkness and more darkness and then my eyes 
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see what there is to see. Two little feet dangle helplessly from the ceiling, one faded blue silk cloud-
climbing shoe still attached, the other fallen to the ground. And higher still there is something too 
horrible to be looked upon, perhaps I catch a quick glimpse of a mottled face or perhaps it is only my 
shamed imagination and I stumble into the dingy light of the courtyard and vomit spatters down onto 
my own silken shoes and I retch and retch until there is nothing left in me and retch again and all the 
while my falling tears mix with the stinking mess at my feet.
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The Maze of Yellow Flowers
The North-East section of the Garden became unrecognisable. Where once it had been a peaceful 
place of tiny paths set alongside lakes and wandering streams, with miniature hills and tall trees, now 
the ground was torn up for as far as the eye could see. Hongli had received permission from his father 
to do with the Garden as he wished.
“It will be the greatest garden the world has ever seen, Giuseppe,” he told me. “It will be like a 
fairytale. My father has already ordered the famous Southern Gardens to be replicated here. And you, 
Giuseppe, you must create for me a Western Garden.”
“A Western Garden?” I repeated, uncertain of his meaning.
“Yes!” he said, eyes bright with enthusiasm for his new plan. “You must build me mansions, a 
maze, spouting fountains. Like the ones you used to show me when I was a boy.”
I thought back to the books I had shown him when he was a child, curious about my homeland: the 
copperplate engravings of grand palaces around Europe, of spraying waterworks. I shook my head a 
little. “They would look odd here, your highness. Out of place.”
“You said that in the West they are building Chinese gardens.”
“Yes.”
“You said they had become fashionable and that all the great lords had one.”
I sighed a little. He remembered everything I had ever mentioned, even in passing, it seemed. 
“Yes, Highness.”
He laughed. “Then a Western Garden shall be fashionable here!”
“I am not an architect, Highness. I could have Brother Moggi assigned to the task?”
“No,” he said decisively. “I want you, Shining. Besides, you will have the Lei family to help you,” 
he added. “They have been architects to the imperial family for generations. They will take care of any 
details with which you need help.”
“Should they not be in charge, then?” I asked him.
He shook his head, stubborn. “I have chosen you,” he said and smiled his broad smile, the one I 
remembered from his childhood.
I thought of the little houses I had once built for him by the lakeside, made of scraps of wood, tiny 
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pebbles and reeds, how as a child he had found them entrancing. Perhaps his excessive trust in my 
abilities as an architect sprang from that childish admiration in my ability.
I tried to warn him. “It will take years, Highness,” I told him. “Possibly many years. And there 
will be much disruption to the rest of the Garden. It will take many, many taels of silver as well as an 
army of workers.”
But he was a young man with a young man’s enthusiasm, and furthermore, a young man who knew 
that he was destined for greatness, that although the current work had required his father’s blessing, 
one day it would require only his own orders for his desires to be made reality. “Ask for what you need, 
and it is yours,” he told me and was gone.
He was not to be dissuaded. I let a little time go by in case he should change his mind, but again 
and again he would return to the topic until at last, sensing my reluctance to begin, he ordered me to 
bring him books on Western architecture. These I begged from Brother Moggi and from them Hongli 
chose a selection of buildings that seemed to please him.
“This one, I think Giuseppe, and this also. But perhaps with a wall more like this one and a roof 
more like that. And the fountains could be like a clock, like a sundial – a water dial!”
I wondered at the strange collection of buildings he was creating in his mind. Certainly they 
would look like nothing recognisable from my own city. Their component parts did not fit together 
into a whole, they were like buildings drawn by a child, who adds any element they see fit, regardless 
of its intended purpose. I comforted myself with the thought that, at any rate, the so-called Chinese 
buildings in the gardens of the nobility of Europe were probably equally incorrect in their dimensions, 
their details, and their proximity to one another.
“So you will begin at once, Giuseppe,” he told me with an air of finality that I did not dare to disobey.
“Your father?”
“He is busy with reforming the administration of the empire,” said Hongli. “You will see little of 
him, Giuseppe, he works so hard. But he has given me his blessing to turn the Yuan Ming Yuan into 
something truly magnificent. He says it will be a place for him to rest, when he has the time.”
I thought of Yongzheng when he was only a prince, how his taste had been for the simple in nature; 
the delicate blossoms of early spring, the bold colours of summer, the gentle decline of autumn in all 
its fading colours, the soft snows of winter. Buildings had certainly sprung up under his instructions, 
but for the most part they were built for practical purposes. A full complement of administrative offices 
and receiving halls had been built at one of the entrances to the Yuan Ming Yuan, so that he might work 
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there uninterrupted and to enable greater efficiency when receiving and sending dispatches to and 
from the Forbidden City. Otherwise his preference was for smaller buildings, perhaps a little pavilion 
perched by the side of a lake, a dock at which to moor a rowing boat. Even the temples he had ordered 
built had been small by imperial standards, gently set into their surroundings so that it seemed at times 
that they might have grown there like the plants which were allowed to creep up around them. What 
Hongli had in mind was building on an entirely different scale. I looked at the selection of images that 
he had chosen and tried to imagine them within the setting of the Yuan Ming Yuan. They seemed odd, 
like something imagined rather than real and I wondered whether my own eye had changed in the 
years I had served here, whether I had forgotten these buildings of my youth, which after all had once 
been as familiar to me as the sweeping golden rooftops of the Forbidden City were to Hongli himself.
 
When I did see Yongzheng it was fleetingly. He visited us only once or twice during many months of 
work and I was struck by his pallor, the dark marks under his eyes.
“There is little time for rest,” he acknowledged when I remarked on his appearance. “I try to make 
do with two shi, if I can.”
“Four hours is a very little amount of sleep, your majesty,” I said.
“There is much to do,” he said wearily. “The administration of the empire has been neglected. 
There is much corruption that must be weeded out. My father was a great man but he was not much 
interested in such things. But it is the small things that make a difference, that will give us important 
powers for the future. We need more arable land to feed our growing population. There are too many 
children without families and they must be provided for. I have ordered that there must be more 
orphanages built. They will be paid for from the pockets of wealthy officials. It is their duty to model 
how people should behave, to show charity. The imperial examinations have only been available to 
certain families, but they must be made available to all.” He sighed. “And our borders are always 
under threat. It costs millions of taels of silver just to maintain our safety.”
I nodded. “But your father lived a long life, Majesty. I am sure you will have much time in which to 
complete all of these works. Perhaps you can proceed at a slower pace and have time to enjoy yourself 
as well, perhaps spending more time here in the Garden – or at any rate,” I added with a smile, “the 
quieter parts of it.”
He looked about him at the chaos of Hongli’s plans being put into action and gave a small smile. 
“The Garden is in good hands, Giuseppe,” he said. “And for myself, I will hope to equal my father’s 
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long reign. My physicians give me daily doses of an elixir of immortality. I am sure it will fortify me 
for the task ahead. And now I must go, there is still much that I must accomplish today.”
I bid him farewell but something of his weariness stayed with me and I thought of him often 
after that, though I saw him infrequently. I was of the opinion that he drove himself too hard, but he 
had always been a dutiful man even when he was only a young prince and could have pleased only 
himself. I knew from court gossip that he rarely spent time with either his children or indeed his ladies, 
although I could not bring myself not to feel a silent gladness that Niuhuru saw little of him.
 
I told Brother Moggi of Hongli’s plans and enlisted his assistance. He agreed readily enough but flung 
up his hands in despair when I showed him the odd mixture of styles and buildings Hongli had chosen.
“Madonna mia, none of it fits together!”
I sighed. “I know,” I told him, “but it is what he wants. We have no choice in the matter. Can it be 
done, or not?”
“It can be done, but it is an absurdity,” he said, his usual cheerful demeanour affronted by this 
approach to architectural planning.
“I do what I am told,” I replied. “That, at least, I have learnt in my time here.”
“There is a new Brother who has arrived recently,” said Moggi, looking over the drawings. “A 
Brother Michel Benoist, French. He is a hydraulic engineer. You will need him for the fountains, I will 
send him to the site.”
Brother Benoist was a serious young man, still overwhelmed with his new surroundings. He 
nodded at my description of the fountain I wished him to design, which would spout water at each of 
the twelve hours of the day, but he looked taken aback, as had Moggi, at the rest of the designs.
“Think of it as the Emperor’s whimsy,” I said. “You need only make it work.”
I saw him from time to time for many days afterwards, sat out of the way amongst the chaos of 
the building works, his shoulders hunched while he attempted to sketch the interior workings such a 
fountain would need, his brow growing ever more furrowed.
The Lei family had served as architects to emperors for generations. They, at least, were neither 
surprised nor discomforted by imperial decrees, however unusual. My first meeting was with Jinyu, 
who had taken over from his father as the chief imperial architect. He carried with him sheaves of 
paper and a worried frown.
“Thank you for your help,” I said. “I am not an architect myself, I am a painter. But Prince Bao 
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has been kind enough to entrust the making of a Western Garden to me and I will need all the help I 
can get.”
He nodded and gestured to an assistant, who sprang forwards with a large box, which he opened 
to reveal a beautiful little model of one of the lakeside pavilions, made in Yongzheng’s time as prince. 
“This is how we work,” he informed me. “First the sketches, then we create the models, made to scale 
so that the Son of Heaven or the Prince may see how the buildings will appear when completed and 
request any changes before work begins.”
I nodded. “They are wonderful,” I said. “How do you make them?”
Jinyu’s worried frown smoothed a little. Perhaps he had been afraid that I would insist on strange 
foreign ways of working. “We use clay, wood and paper,” he said and reached out to the small model. 
Gently, he lifted away the roof, to show beneath the walls and interior rooms that made up the building 
inside. “Everything can be altered according to his majesty’s command,” he said.
I smiled, thinking that the generations of service the Lei family had offered to more than one 
dynasty had taught them well. They knew that an emperor’s command could easily be rescinded on a 
whim and were ready to respond. “I like your models,” I said. “These are the first drawings of what 
the Prince has requested. His father has given him authority over this project.”
Jinyu studied my drawings for many days, along with the original copperplate engravings that 
had inspired Hongli, trying to become accustomed to the very different style of architecture he and 
his family would be required to deliver. We walked across the landscape discussing materials, while 
various assistant scribes took down his muttered notes on costs, timings and the labour required. His 
knowledge relieved me, for even though the structures were foreign to him, he quickly understood 
what would be required. We even visited St Joseph’s together, so that he could see a Western-style 
building. He drew many sketches and asked even more questions, not all of which I could answer, 
although I did my best and also read to him from such books on architecture as we had available to us, 
fumblingly translating technical words.
“I did not think to learn much in the way of architectural terms when I learnt your language,” I 
confessed to him. “I am afraid I am a poor interpreter.”
He managed a small smile. “Rather a poor interpreter than none at all,” he said, issuing every 
greater streams of notes to his hard-working scribes, noting especially the heights of the buildings and 
the great weights of the materials we would expect to use, for stone usually made up only a small part 
of his usual range of construction supplies. I grew to like and trust Jinyu over time, for all his serious 
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demeanour, for he was a hard worker and a superb craftsman and did not resent Hongli’s having chosen 
me as the originator of his Western Garden. We built a friendship of sorts, immersed as we were in the 
same project, with no way of escaping the imperial demands made of us until it was complete.
Brother Benoist stood by my side in a state of disbelief. “How many labourers are there?”
I stood amidst swirling clouds of dust and looked about me. There were so many workmen I could 
not even count them all, I would have had to refer to the long lists of men, animals, silver, tools and 
more that we had been granted for the works to commence. Surveyors hurried to measure the land and 
mark it out. Tiny models of the Prince’s future pleasure ground had been created by the Lei family for 
us to consider. Many of the workmen’s heads were all but invisible to me, hidden as they were in the 
trenches they had dug for the foundations of the palaces I was creating.
I shrugged. “As many as are needed,” I told him. “Whatever is needed, we have been granted.”
He shook his head. “This is madness,” he said.
“Have you found a way for the Fountain to spout water to mark the hours of the day?” I asked him, 
returning to the task in hand.
He nodded. “That is not the difficult part, the difficult part lies in building a reservoir which will 
feed it with water,” he told me. “An ugly reservoir is unlikely to please the Prince. He will want 
everything to be pleasing on the eye, he has no idea of the practicalities involved.”
I considered for a moment. “We can still create an attractive building around the reservoir,” I told 
him. “Something like this, perhaps.” I took out one of my books, showing engravings of Western 
palaces, those that had taken Hongli’s eye.
Brother Benoist shook his head. “This is how we are choosing the buildings to be created?” he 
asked, disbelieving. “Choosing them from a book rather than designing something appropriate to 
their function?”
“They have no function,” I reminded him. “Their function is to please the Prince’s eye. No one will 
live here. No one will use the rooms within them. Perhaps they will wander through the maze. Perhaps 
they will admire the Clock Fountain. But these are not real buildings.”
“They are illusions,” he said, his practical engineering approach offended by the commission. 
“Fairytales. Absurd.”
“They are his childhood dreams,” I told him, my tone defensive.
“Father Friedel says the prince behaves as though he were your son,” he said, a little curious.
“He is all the son I will ever have,” I told him and had to turn away as my voice cracked.
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Hongli made frequent visits to our works. He was active in his admiration, leaping into foundation 
trenches, the better to see the work up close. On one occasion he attempted to dig a trench himself, his 
silk robes growing muddied while his attendants looked on in horror. He wanted to know every detail, 
listening to complex explanations of how each building would be erected, how the waterworks would 
be arranged and the exact carvings to be made on the stone walls of the maze.
“And will people really get lost in it?” he asked me, laughing.
“For a little while,” I told him.
“Make it harder!” he said, his eyes bright with mischief, looking back at Lady Fuca, his Primary 
Consort, who had accompanied him, along with his other ladies. They stood well back from the mess 
of our works, a huddled group of fluttering silks and bejewelled hair, but when Hongli waved them 
forwards they tiptoed towards us, their high shoes unsuited to the building works around us.
“Giuseppe is building a maze in which you will get utterly lost,” he said to Lady Fuca. “I will have 
to come and rescue you. You will be wandering there until it is dark!”
“I know you would rescue me before dark fell,” she said placing one delicate hand on his arm and 
smiling up at him. “You would not leave me to wander alone and afraid.”
He covered her hand with his broader one and gave her a tender smile. “I would run to your side 
at once,” he assured her and for a moment the two of them gazed at one another, oblivious to those 
around them. Behind them I saw the other ladies giggle together, although one looked away from their 
show of affection. I wondered whether Hongli was aware that his obvious love for Lady Fuca caused 
jealousy amongst the other young women who had perhaps hoped for a Prince’s favour when they had 
married him.
“We will return soon,” Hongli promised me. He broke off a yellow flower from a straggling bush 
that had survived the works so far and tucked it into Lady Fuca’s already-laden hair. “The maze should 
have imperial yellow flowers planted all about it.”
I bowed as they left and made a note to myself about the flowers, one of many hundreds on a never-
ending list of tasks still to accomplish. Hongli had also asked for an illusion on a scale I had never 
yet created. Vast awnings on cloth, to be mounted on frames near one of the buildings, then painted to 
resemble, far off, a little village. I had suggested building a small village but Hongli still remembered 
a trompe l’oeil painting I had done for him as a child and insisted that one should be incorporated 
into the Western Garden. The outlines must be put in place to ensure the correct perspective required 
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for the illusion to work and even then it would still require most of the imperial studios’ many artists 
to complete the work in good time. And the entirety would have to somehow be sheltered from the 
elements. It made me sigh just thinking about the work and planning required.
 
I took to arriving on site each day before dawn, in the hopes of a few moments’ peace before the men 
arrived. In the early days I would catch a glimpse of the deer grazing by the lakeside or see the night 
creatures returning to their homes. Hedgehogs and badgers snuffled through the half-built foundations 
and over piles of earth while bats swooped past my ears, returning to their daylight perches. But as time 
wore on these animals made themselves scarce, moving their burrows to other parts of the Garden, 
away from our noise and destruction. From where we worked, I could see only mud or dust, as the rain 
decided, piles of materials and felled trees, deep holes appeared everywhere while the air was filled 
with shouts and the curses of hardworking labourers. The plants and even trees were trampled on, 
felled, ripped out or moved elsewhere until our location was nothing so much as a barren wasteland. 
I thought longingly of the soft blossom and waving willows, calm lakeshores and shy wildlife only a 
few minutes’ walk away but never found the time to leave the works and find some peace. Besides, I 
found out soon enough that the peace that I longed for was hardly to be had within the Garden at all. 
The Western Garden was the most ambitious of Hongli’s projects, but other works were taking place 
across the length and breadth of the Yuan Ming Yuan. Larger palaces, a Southern Garden replicating 
those in the South of the empire complete with huge dark twisted rocks. More administrative offices, 
grander temples. A vast field of pots filled with lotus plants and tended to daily by the gardeners, the 
better to create a glorious view of flowers come the summer. The Garden I had first encountered when 
I arrived here was changing, slowly but surely, into something else entirely. I missed the delicacy I 
recalled from twenty years ago. I remembered how I had first seen it, the sensation that I was the first 
to discover each little pathway, charmed by its air of secrecy, as though it were a garden forgotten by 
the world outside.
I returned to St Joseph’s from time to time and for once found pleasure in the silence of the 
lengthy prayers.
 
“The exterior design is all yours,” Brother Benoist told me as he delivered me the drawings indicating the 
interior workings of the fountains. “I am tired of it already. It has given me too many sleepless nights.”
“I had in mind something classical,” I told him. “Perhaps twelve women, each pouring water?”
154
But when the time came for me to create the design I found that each woman became Niuhuru. 
Again and again I cast my mind back to the Grecian and Roman ideals of womanhood and dutifully 
outlined their form and yet each had something of her. Their hair fell straight rather than in artful curls, 
their eyes took on her almond-shaped delineations until my sketches were blurred with lines drawn 
again and again, while little clumps of soiled bread gathered beneath my table, smudged with the 
charcoal they had erased.
My suffering was ended by Xiyao. He stood behind me to view my progress and visibly recoiled 
when I showed him my designs.
“Naked women are an unsuitable subject matter for an imperial building,” he told me.
“They are not naked,” I pointed out. “There will be drapes of fabric carved into the stone, to cover 
their modesty.”
Xiyao was adamant. “It will not be approved.”
“The Prince wants a Western Garden,” I told him. “This is a classical design for a fountain. I have 
seen scores of them in my home city and further afield, with far less clothing.”
“Not in China,” he told me firmly and I gave in, in part out of relief at no longer struggling with 
thoughts of Niuhuru.
Instead I thought back to the illustrations I had seen of the Gardens of Versailles, with their creatures 
from Aesop’s Fables, each spouting water at a given time. I drew a design incorporating twelve seated 
figures, made up of enrobed human bodies with animal heads, each one a creature from the Chinese 
Zodiac. Brother Moggi raised his eyebrows when he saw them.
“Are you sure the Brothers will approve such a heathen theme?” he asked, his voice echoing 
slightly in the quiet of the chapel of St Joseph’s where I had chosen to sit in a pew and contemplate 
the final design.
“I no longer care,” I told him. “I am tired of the noise and dust and confusion of the works. They 
are never-ending. The Garden used to be a peaceful place.”
 
I woke half-blinded by a bobbing lantern held too close to my face while one of the brothers shook 
my shoulders.
“Brother Castiglione! Wake up!”
I shielded my eyes from the lantern. “What is it?”
“You are summoned by the Emperor!”
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“At night?” I knew full well that the Forbidden City was locked up at dusk, that no-one entered 
or left.
“The guard said it was urgent.”
I stumbled into my clothes and followed the lantern outside, trying to judge the time. I had already 
completed the prayers of Matins before returning to my rest, marking the deepest point of night, or 
so it seemed to me. Yet there was no sign of dawn. Outside a palanquin stood ready, surrounded by 
guards and two lantern bearers. Their faces were pale in the darkness and I looked behind me to see if 
others of my brethren were to join me but it seemed I was summoned alone. I took my place inside the 
palanquin and it was lifted at once, its bearers breaking into a full run so that I clutched at the sides to 
steady myself. I had never been carried at such a pace before and I found myself afraid. Was I, a man, 
really to enter the Forbidden City at night? For what purpose? Had I in some way offended Yongzheng? 
I thought with a sudden shudder of the portrait I had painted years ago of Niuhuru, standing startled 
outside her home, her eyes fixed on me. Had it been found somewhere and hinted at something more 
than had ever taken place between us? And even as my mind protested, so something small and cold 
inside me thought of our lips together and acknowledged that I had certainly offended against the 
emperor and now I was about to be punished for it. Was this how executions were arranged? Was this 
how my life would end, summoned in the darkness to meet my maker in silence and secrecy? My 
knuckles grew tighter on the sides of the palanquin as I was carried closer to my destination. I heard 
the challenge by the guards on the gate and the muttered response from my escort, then the heavy 
sound of the gate to the Forbidden City opening.
The bearers ran on. I could not stop myself from looking out. I had never seen the Forbidden City 
at night and it was an eerie place, seeming larger even than it was by day now that it was empty of 
its usual bustle. Here and there lanterns burned and by their light I glimpsed silent guards standing 
immobile on their watch as my palanquin raced past them. We passed each of the great halls as we 
headed towards the Inner Court and suddenly we were out of the wide-open spaces and into the never-
ending pathways between the palaces of the imperial family. I felt the cold settle into my stomach as 
I recognised Niuhuru’s palace and believed my fears to be made real. I took a couple of slow steps 
from the palanquin, almost braced for a guard’s heavy hand on my shoulder but the guards and bearers 
stood still, their faces devoid of expression. The small figure of Yan appeared in the doorway, urgently 
beckoning me in.
Inside the sudden brightness of many lanterns burning dazzled my eyes and for a moment I thought 
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that time had somehow reversed, for Yan and Niuhuru stood before me, their faces white with fear and 
behind them in the alcove of the bed, panting for breath, lay a young prince. For a moment I believed 
I was seeing Prince Yong as he had been when his brother had sought to poison him to eliminate him 
from the rivalry for their father’s throne but then I heard Yongzheng’s voice behind me and fell to my 
knees. When I looked up the Emperor’s face was pale and I could see the fear of the women reflected 
in his eyes.
“Shining. I am grateful to you for joining us.”
I rose. “Majesty. I am at your service. What has happened?”
His voice shook before he mastered it. “My son is ill. His mother believes him poisoned and she 
begged me to summon you. She says you were of great use to her when I myself was poisoned.”
I turned back to the bed, now seeing Hongli’s face where I had mistakenly seen Yongzheng’s. In a 
few strides I reached him, knelt by his side and saw to my horror that within his mouth his tongue was 
black. I looked up over my shoulder to the three faces hovering over me. “Lady Qi commanded the 
services of a physician when you were ill, Majesty, perhaps we can summon him now?”
The Emperor’s face darkened. “I believe Lady Qi’s son Hongshi to be behind this,” he told me and 
even in my horror I noted that Yongzheng was already disowning his own offspring.
I glanced at Niuhuru and saw tears falling down her face. “Send for the imperial physician,” I said, 
speaking as though I was confident in my orders. “There must be something that can be done.”
“He is on his way,” said Yan.
The physician’s face drained of colour when he realised that he was tasked with saving the known 
heir from poisoning. But he set to, his eunuch assistants working smoothly at his side, brewing foul-
smelling liquids and grinding strange concoctions.
“You will report to me on his progress,” said Yongzheng to me. “I must speak with Hongshi.”
I bowed as he left us and then turned, helpless, to Niuhuru. “I do not know what to do,” I confessed 
to her.
“I am so afraid,” she whispered. “If he dies…”
I held my hand up to stop her. “He will not die. Do not speak it.”
“But…”
“Do not speak it!” I said and the physician turned to glance at me, a foreigner raising his voice to 
the Primary Consort of the Emperor. I ignored him. “Yong… the Emperor survived,” I said, conscious 
of the taboo of having spoken his old name. “He was strong and Hongli is younger and certainly no 
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less strong. He will fight this.”
 
I did not know a night could be so long. The brightness of the lanterns inside the room stung my eyes 
and more than once I looked out into the darkness of the courtyard and hoped that I would see the 
dawn, something to give me hope and yet the darkness all around us seemed endless, our false light a 
mockery of Hongli’s blackened tongue and closed eyes. I wished all of us could sleep, that we could 
escape this night and still it wore on.
When the dawn finally came I told Yan to open up the doors and windows.
“It will be cold,” she objected.
“I cannot breathe,” I told her. She flung open the doors and windows and the chilly autumn air 
rushed over us as Hongli let out a moan that had us all running to his side.
“He is awake,” cried Niuhuru and it was true, his eyes flickered open and he blinked at us before 
closing them again. To my relief I saw his tongue seemed a more natural colour and he seemed to 
breathe more easily.
“Is he over the worst?” I asked the physician.
“I believe so,” he replied. “The dose must have been small or he must have eaten less of the dish 
than his poisoner would have wanted.”
I thought of the food tasters, the tiny strips of silver that were always included in every plate of 
food for the imperial household, how the eunuchs swore that poison would turn them black at once and 
reveal hidden dangers. “How could he have been poisoned?”
Niuhuru’s voice was harder than I had ever heard it, her face hidden from me, buried in the silk 
coverlets covering her son. “He was practicing archery with Hongshi, who offered him water from his 
own water bag just before Hongli came in to eat. Perhaps he thought we would think it was the food 
at the meal and not the water that harmed him, but Hongli already felt sick before he began to eat.”
I thought back to the elegant young man who had presented himself so correctly to his grandfather 
the Kangxi Emperor, hoping for favour, who had instead been passed over for his younger half-brother 
Hongli, the child prodigy who had broken all protocol to sit on his grandfather’s lap and chatter to him 
of his passions. I remembered Lady Qi’s desire to be Empress Dowager one day and thought that her 
son would surely have been raised with ambition burning in his heart.
“What will happen now?” I asked.
The physician began to list the curative and strengthening substances and treatments that Hongli 
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must endure, how rest was imperative, how certain energy lines must be stimulated to return him to 
full health. But Niuhuru was not listening. She stood up and when she turned to face me I saw both 
terror and rage in her face.
“She tried to kill my son,” she said. “She has gone too far.”
 
Niuhuru rarely wore full court robes but in the great receiving hall of the Outer Court she took her 
place beside Yongzheng and I saw the might of an empire about to come crashing down on any 
individual foolish enough to believe they might shake its foundations. Lady Qi, her face white and her 
hands shaking, was made to stand before them. Her son was nowhere to be seen.
“The son of this miserable woman has been banished from the Forbidden City,” began Yongzheng. 
For a usually quiet-voiced man, the echoes of his pronouncement filled the huge space without 
difficulty. Lady Qi fell to her knees, as though about to beg for mercy but the Emperor continued 
speaking as though he had not seen her.
“This unworthy son’s name has been stricken from the yudie.”
Lady Qi let out a wail of horror.
I turned my head to a courtier I knew and spoke under my breath. “Yudie? ‘Jade plate’?” I had not 
come across the term before.
“The imperial genealogical record,” he whispered back. “He is removed from the record of the 
Emperor’s offspring.”
“We can only hope,” continued Yongzheng, “that this dishonour will lead him to take the only 
possible action expected of a man.”
Lady Qi screamed.
I looked to the courtier, uncomprehending while around us the court stood in silent acceptance.
“He will be expected to take his own life,” murmured the courtier.
I looked at Niuhuru’s face, set in a mask. When she spoke her voice was controlled. “Lady Qi will 
be removed from her palace and will join previous ladies of the court in the back palaces.”
Lady Qi crawled towards the throne, her voice a sobbing pant. “I ask for mercy. For my undeserving 
son and for myself, his unworthy mother.”
“No mercy will be granted,” said Yongzheng. He rose to his feet as Lady Qi was grabbed by guards 
and dragged from the room, her screams echoing around us. The room quickly emptied and I made my 
way towards Niuhuru. I did not speak, only looked at her.
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“She found my lack of ambition suspicious,” said Niuhuru and up close I saw that her voice had 
not trembled only because her jaw was clenched too tightly. “She thought I must be ambitious in 
secret, to have risen so far. But why would any woman wish to risk the life of her son by rising above 
others who crave power? To achieve what?”
I shook my head. “We cannot know what fate has in store for us.”
Niuhuru let her hand touch my sleeve for a brief moment and I saw that she was shaking. “I cannot 
live like this,” she said. “I cannot, Giuseppe.”
“Come back to the Yuan Ming Yuan,” I said in a low voice, knowing the offer was meaningless. “I 
am making a Western Garden for Hongli. He will get better and he will be happy again.”
She tried to smile but her lips did not move as they should and her eyes filled with tears. “I was so 
afraid,” she whispered. “I thought…”
“He will be well,” I assured her and I allowed myself to lay my hand over hers for the briefest of 
moments before she nodded and hurried away, leaving me standing in the great hall. I tried to quieten 
my emotions, breathed deeply.
“You must be a great comfort to Lady Niuhuru,” said a quiet voice.
I turned, startled, for I had thought the throne room had emptied entirely. Just behind me stood one 
of Hongli’s consorts.
“Lady Ula Nara,” I said, bowing. “You must be relieved that the Prince is making a recovery.”
I thought she might smile, or nod in agreement but she met my gaze without expression. “Lady 
Fuca is by his side,” she said.
“Of course,” I agreed. “Although I am sure he would find the care of any of his ladies a comfort 
at this time.”
She blinked slowly, as though my remark was foolish. “His Highness only has eyes for Lady 
Fuca,” she said.
I smiled as kindly as I could, noting that there must be some rivalry between the young consorts. 
“Considering what has just happened, it is best to put aside rivalries if possible,” I suggested. “We 
must take love where we find it and be content with what we find.”
She looked down at my sleeve, where a few moments ago Niuhuru’s hand had lain and my own 
hand had covered hers. “Take love where we find it,” she repeated, her voice distant, her eyes glazed 
as though seeing something far away.
I felt a little shiver of fear. What inferences might an unhappy young girl make of what she saw 
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between Niuhuru and I, what use of such glimpses might she make? “I will leave you now, your 
ladyship,” I said and bowed. I walked away, fighting the desire to turn my head to see if she was still 
watching me, certain her eyes followed me as I left her.
 
Hongli was recovering, I heard, so that my heart lightened each day that I received the court reports 
on his health, although I was certain I would not see him for a while, as the imperial household closed 
ranks around their future emperor and the household physician would barely let him out of his sight for 
fear of a relapse of some kind. I sent him a little painting of an auspicious sleepy hedgehog in the Yuan 
Ming Yuan, the sort of thing he used to want me to paint as a child and in return was sent a message 
urging me on with the works in his new Garden. His father the Emperor could not come himself, I was 
told, for he was once again plunged into the endless paperwork and reform of the empire in which he 
had buried himself. I thought of how pale, and how much older he had seemed, despite having reigned 
only a short period so far. It seemed to me that his Elixir of Immortality was misnamed, if it could not 
even keep him in good health now, in the prime of life.
 
I had begged Kun’s services as chief gardener for the Western Garden and Niuhuru had granted his 
release from her services. He frowned at the drawings I showed him.
“I know, it is not the kind of garden you are used to,” I said. “But I want you to manage the garden 
elements around the buildings, Kun. I trust you.”
He smiled. “I will do my best.”
“I know you will. It must look odd to you,” I added. “But the gardens of the West are very formal. 
They are mostly developed around circles and lines and the designs are to be followed to the letter.”
“Where are they supposed to be viewed from?” he asked.
I nodded. I had expected this question. Kun was used to designing tiny scenes within the imperial 
gardens, each one to be viewed from a particular place, sometimes a section was to be framed with a 
moon-gate, a circular opening in a wall which forced the eye to see the garden as it had been created, 
a rock placed just so near a tree, a path winding out of sight, leading the gaze. The Yuan Ming Yuan 
was full of small artificial hills which restricted what could be seen, alongside tiny walkways which 
tempted the visitor to follow them to yet another elaborately created visual masterpiece disguised as 
only the work of nature when in fact it had taken much labour and sometimes whole seasons to achieve 
the desired effect.
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“They are to be viewed from above,” I told him. “That is the best effect of their shapes, their 
designs. And the viewer should be able to see for long distances, not one small scene but many, one 
after another, to show the grandeur of the Western Garden in its completeness. To impress them with 
the greatness of the Son of Heaven and all his dominion.”
“It seems plain,” said Kun. “Most of the plants are without flowers. Just bushes, cut into shapes?”
I thought of the great water dragon Kun had fashioned for Hongli when he was a child, the tiny 
painted gingko leaves made to look like fluttering butterflies. Cutting green bushes into balls and cubes 
was hardly making the best use of his talents. “He does want yellow flowers all around the maze,” I 
said. “You will have to content yourself with those, Kun.”
He nodded and collected up the drawings I had made. “I will need many men,” he warned me.
I spread my hands. “The Prince will give you whatever you need, you know that,” I told him. “Ask 
and it is yours.”
I watched him walk away, a quiet figure amidst the chaos of the site and not for the first time I 
envied him. Kun always brought with him a sense of calm, of contentment, of joy in the small things. 
And somehow fate had smiled on him in bringing him Yan and making their love into something 
possible, no matter how unlikely it had seemed at first. Their daughter Chu was grown to a woman 
now, known by all of the ladies of the court for her exquisite embroidery, her nimble fingers recreating 
in silk the flowers her father coaxed from the earth. I wondered how one impossible love had been 
made possible while another was forever out of reach.
 
The men were almost finished for the day. I walked to the lake’s edge to wash my face before returning 
to the site. I nodded to Jinyu, who was engaged in rolling up the scrolls depicting the buildings we 
were engaged in creating. Already the water reservoir was in place, now about to be hidden behind a 
cascade of stone carvings and flourishes to conceal its true function of providing the water for Brother 
Benoist’s clockwork fountain. The stone statues waited, their bronze heads cast with mouths agape 
but as yet empty. Facing the fountain was an elaborate viewing platform, where the Emperor might sit 
in comfort to observe its workings. The workmen were packing up their tools for the night, for dusk 
was creeping in.
“You are not done, Shining?” asked Jinyu, seeing me pull a large ball of string out of my pocket.
I shook my head. “I am trying out a new layout for the maze,” I told him, fixing one end of the 
string to a little wooden stake and pushing it into the earth.
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He looked at the wide area of flattened earth surrounding the already-built central point of the 
maze, a small stone pavilion. “Do not get lost!” he chuckled and told his men and the workers to leave 
the site.
I smiled and waved him goodnight, then took up a little bundle of the wooden stakes. The design 
was already drawn up, but often, I had found, designs changed when they took up their place in their 
appointed locations, as though the place itself had plans of its own and the results were often better. 
I had already had lanterns placed around the pavilion so that I might work on it in the half-darkness. 
Hongli had said that he wanted to walk the maze by night, with flickering lanterns making the paths 
of the maze still less certain than in daylight. I thought that perhaps if the maze were to be used by 
night I would benefit from seeing how it might look at night. In truth I also knew that I wanted time 
alone, that the long noisy busy days tired me and that the Brothers’ not unreasonable expectations that 
I should devote more of my time to prayers and theological conversation wearied me even more. With 
the workmen gone the Garden was at least quiet again even if my immediate surroundings were hardly 
in keeping with the rest of the Yuan Ming Yuan: here were no streams or lakes, no little pathways 
and delicate flowers. But as the men’s voices faded into the distance I could at least begin to hear the 
croaking frogs from the nearest lake and the last songbirds’ twitters before they regained their night’s 
nesting spots.
For a while I walked steadily, my little bundle of stakes slowly diminishing while my string wound 
this way and that, creating imaginary pathways that only I could see in the dim light of the lanterns. 
At last I stood within the pavilion and looking down saw a woman’s form standing outside the area I 
had marked out.
“May I walk with you?”
Her voice shocked me, it had been so long since I had heard it here. “Where is your palanquin?” I 
asked. We were some distance apart but the silence around us meant we could hear each other clearly.
“I told the men to leave me at the temple to pray. I said I would return to them when I was done 
and then I walked here.”
“In the dark?”
She laughed a little. “I have walked the Yuan Ming Yuan enough times to walk it with my 
eyes closed.”
“There might have been a new stream or lake dug since you were last here.”
“Then I would have drowned.”
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“A risk.”
“A risk worth taking.”
“For what?”
She was silent.
I gestured in the dim light that I would join her. “May I guide you through the maze?”
She shook her head. “I thought those who walked in it were supposed to get lost. You should stay 
there and I will try to reach you.”
I smiled. “You may try to walk it alone, if you wish.”
“Where do I start?”
I gestured. “There will be a main entrance there. Then you enter and all of the pathways are 
designed to confuse you, to have you wander lost.”
“And if I succeed?”
“Then you should reach the pavilion at the centre,” I said. “Your son wishes to hold celebrations at 
night here. He thinks all his ladies should run along the paths holding little lanterns while he waits in 
the pavilion to reward the winner.”
“Reward her how?” she asked and I heard her smile.
I did not answer. I did not trust my own voice.
“My son is a romantic,” she said, walking forward to the starting point I had indicated to her. “Will 
he give Lady Fuca a guide to the maze, do you think? So that she may reach him first? He is besotted 
with her. I am happy for them both.”
“Not all his ladies are so happy,” I said.
She paused where she had reached what would one day be the gate to the maze. Her voice was sad. 
“I chose that girl,” she said.
“Ula Nara?”
“Yes.”
“I am sure it is an honour for the girls to be chosen,” I said.
“She begged me on her knees not to choose her,” said Niuhuru. “I let the eunuch persuade me it 
was only nerves. But I knew it was more than that. I walked away from her while she knelt on the 
ground sobbing.”
“I don’t know her background,” I said.
“She was promised to someone else,” said Niuhuru. “She was in love with a young man and I 
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chose her to marry Hongli.”
I thought of Ula Nara’s glazed expression, as though she was forever looking at something I could 
not see, how she had spotted something between Niuhuru and me that we had believed was hidden. “I 
am sorry for her,” I said.
“I thought she would forget him,” said Niuhuru. “But she has not.”
We stood in silence for a moment and then Niuhuru began to walk through the strings I had laid 
out. I watched as she paused before choosing each new path to take, as she realised mistakes she had 
made and heard her chuckle softly to herself. I leaned my hands on the pavilion’s carved ledge and 
knew that when she reached me I would be unable to resist taking her in my arms. I felt myself gripped 
with a strange sensation of mingled fear and desire.
She took her time. Once or twice I saw her hesitate before a path that would have led her to me 
and then turn away, as though she, too, was half-afraid of what would happen when she succeeded. At 
last, coming close, I saw her hesitate before she lifted up her face to look at me. I stood in the pavilion 
and looked down on her. It had grown fully dark and I was grateful for the many lanterns I had ordered 
lit, not because they had guided my work nor her steps but because now we could clearly see one 
another’s faces. I am not sure how long we stood like that, each of us searching the other’s face before 
she stepped forward, standing at the base of the pavilion, her pathway to me clear. I moved from my 
spot to the top of the stairs and held out my hand to her.
“Niuhuru,” I said and heard her low answer, “Giuseppe,” before a shout came from the darkness 
beyond the maze, a man’s voice, desperate.
“Ladyship! Ladyship!”
I took her hand then, but not in the way I had intended, the two of us trampling over the string 
pathways to reach the voice and when I saw the guard I knew something terrible had happened.
“Hongli?” gasped Niuhuru.
The guard shook his head. He was a big man but he looked afraid and he had broken out in a sweat. 
“The Emperor is ill.”
My mind was befuddled as though I had been drinking. “Ill?”
“On his deathbed,” panted the man and then all three of us were running in the darkness.
 
My horse kept pace with her palanquin without difficulty, even though the bearers ran as though their 
lives depended on it. In the darkness all I could hear was their panting breath and the hooves of my 
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mount. I wished that she could ride with me or I with her, anything so that I could be close to her and 
speak with her, to know what was going on in her mind. The distance to the Forbidden City had never 
seemed so great.
Yan was waiting, hovering anxiously on the walkway of Niuhuru’s palace while behind her Hongli 
paced up and down. Kun, better at managing his emotions, squatted in the courtyard, rising to his feet 
as we entered. Too late I thought that we should not have arrived like this, side by side, in the pale 
dawn when I should have been in St Joseph’s and Niuhuru should be within her own palace, since the 
gates of the Forbidden City had barely opened. But Hongli did not comment on this. Instead he knelt 
before Niuhuru and asked for her blessing. White-faced she gave it and at once Hongli was guiding 
her back to her palanquin while he took to his, calling to me over his shoulder.
“Wait here, Shining. I will have news sent to you at once. You must manage my mother’s household 
until my return.”
I nodded but he was already gone and I entered her rooms, uncertain of what to do. Certainly 
there was no need for me to manage anything, for Kun and Yan were in charge here and so I allowed 
Kun to hustle the servants away to their tasks while Yan motioned to me to sit, for I was pacing in 
front of the window. She stayed with me, fetching me a cup of hot tea before quietly retreating to her 
embroidery in a corner of the room. She faced away from me, towards a window, and did not speak to 
me, for which I was grateful, for I could not have formed words. My mind was only a jumbled mass of 
half-completed thoughts. What did I hope for? That somehow things might change? The only change 
to come was one I could foretell well enough.
Time slipped by. I watched the sun slowly move across the sky until the growing darkness outside 
warned that I would soon have to leave the Forbidden City. I felt a great weariness come over me. At 
last the words that had been swirling inside of me all of the previous night in the Garden took shape. 
I spoke out loud, addressing myself to the soft glow surrounding Yan’s work, a little lantern lighting 
only her hands. I thought that I must say the words within me, that if I did not speak them now, to 
someone, to anyone, that something in me would die.
“I dream of her,” I said, and saw Yan’s back stiffen at this sudden moment of truth. “I don’t mean 
that I fantasise about a life together,” I added. “I do not sit like some lovelorn boy and imagine that one 
day I will take her hand and walk away with her, that we will leave the Forbidden City with her son’s 
blessing and that I will take her home with me, back to Milan, where my mother will embrace her as 
a daughter-in-law. I am not a fool.”
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Yan turned as I spoke and now her eyes were fixed on me. She had always been small, as though a 
little stunted in growth, but her eyes were very dark and there was a sharpness to them, as though she 
saw through the lies fools might try to tell her, as though she saw into what you said and understood 
something beyond mere words.
“I dream of her,” I repeated. “I sleep and she is there. I can spend my day working and I would 
swear to you that she has not crossed my mind, that my thoughts were empty of her. And yet as my 
eyes close, so she is there. I do not summon her, I try not to be so weak. But she is there, Yan, she walks 
in my world. If I have painted the hunt, I see her through falling leaves in the forest. If I have painted 
some noble courtier’s dog, she caresses its fur. If I walk by day in the Yuan Ming Yuan, where she no 
longer is, that night I will walk there again and she will be by my side. I dream of her, Yan.”
In a quiet corner of my memory palace, there sits a stunted little figure, who sews and sews and 
whose dark eyes see all truths. I visit her often, kneel by her side to hear her speak, to remember again 
the fierce joy I felt on hearing her reply.
“If she has not visited the Emperor’s bed willingly these many years it is for fear that he will hear 
her speak your name in the darkness. When she dreams of you.”
I opened my mouth to ask her more, to beg her to sate my desire to hear Niuhuru’s feelings but 
behind Yan the door opened and Kun’s face left me in little doubt of his news.
“The Yongzheng Emperor is dead,” he said. “Hongli is named the Qianlong Emperor.”
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The Palace of Motherly Tranquillity
Scarlet and yellow leaves fall into the black and white world of our mourning. Our robes are white, our 
hair hangs loose, seeming blacker now that it is bereft of jewels and flowers.
Everywhere we go there is chanting and incense. Rows upon rows of monks chant for the passing 
of the Yongzheng Emperor and to bring in the reign of the Qianlong Emperor. At first the chants are 
soothing, they block out unnecessary conversations and unwanted thoughts. But soon they begin to 
grate on me.
“Close the windows,” I tell my servants and my rooms descend into deeper gloom as they try to 
shut out the noise. A useless effort, anyway, for I am required, as Primary Consort to Yongzheng and 
as the mother of his successor, to attend more ceremonies than I knew existed. I kneel and bow, light 
whole fistfuls of incense. I try not to choke in the swirling clouds of perfumed smoke that surround the 
court as we move from one ritual to another.
I watch as the women who were once my peers lose their palaces and status to make way for a new 
generation of court ladies. Lady Mao, who first welcomed me to the imperial family. Ning. Zhang. 
Chunque. I think of them all, playing mah-jong by the lakeside in the Yuan Ming Yuan, greeting me 
without jealousy. Qi will already be there, locked in a world of bitter grief after Hongshi killed himself. 
Even the younger ladies, who joined the court after Yongzheng took the throne, are not spared. Some 
of them are still in their twenties. All of them are taken away to the back palaces on the very edges 
of the Inner Court, where no-one ever visits, to join whichever crones of the Kangxi Emperor still 
live. I shudder in fear at the idea that one of them will be caught in an affair and that I will have to 
pass sentence again. I think to remonstrate with my son, but this is how it has always been, how it 
always will be. Only I am allowed to stay within the central complex of palaces, by virtue of having 
inadvertently birthed an emperor.
The most desirable palaces in the Inner Court do not sit empty for long. The Palace of Eternal 
Spring is given to Lady Fuca, my son’s newly-enthroned Empress. She takes up her destined post 
without apparent fear, perhaps made confident by my son’s evident love for her. Lady Ula Nara is 
located nearby to her, her face frozen in silent misery since the day I took away her smile. Little 
Lady Wan, a delicate girl, fills her palace garden and hair with flowers, apparently happy with her 
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lot although Qianlong seems to treat her more like a sister than a concubine. One by one the palaces 
are filled with young women, the consorts of our new Emperor, each one ready for a lifetime of petty 
rivalries and struggles for promotion through the uncertain ranks of imperial favour.
 
I do not cry. My eyes water from the incense and yet the tears will not come. I sit and tell myself all of 
Yongzheng’s virtues as a man and as an emperor and still there are no tears. My eyes are red from the 
smoke. No doubt the courtiers will think that I cry in my rooms and my servants must think that I cry 
when I am in the temples. But I do not cry. I try to remember the first time I met Yong, when he was 
only one prince among many princes and I was just a child. I remember his frown looking over my 
cold naked body and his covering my shame and still, I cannot cry.
My son comes to me. He, too, has bowed and burnt incense in vast quantities.
He kneels before me and I put my hand on his head. “Are you well?” I ask.
He looks up at me and I see tears well up in his dark eyes. He is still a young man and he has a 
warm heart. Given his grandfather’s long reign, he might have expected to keep his father for longer. 
For a moment he is silent. But he manages his voice so that it emerges steady when he speaks. “I am 
well, Mother.” He rises and sits in a carved chair by my side. “I have arranged for you to move palace,” 
he tells me suddenly, as though to change the mood.
“Move palace? To where?” For one frightening moment I think I, too, am to join the women in the 
forgotten palaces, to be made invisible since my husband is dead. But of course I have forgotten. I am 
now the Empress Dowager, the greatest woman at court. Even the Emperor must kneel to me. There 
is no higher position.
“I have chosen a new palace for you. It is the largest amongst the ladies’ palaces. I have renamed it 
the ‘Palace of Motherly Tranquillity’. You may have it decorated however you wish. Spare no expense.”
He waits for my admiration and gratitude, but I only look at him in silence.
“You must have the best,” he tells me, earnestly. “You are my mother. It is my filial duty to see that 
you are happy.”
“I am happy enough here,” I tell him.
He shakes his head. “You must have the best,” he says and then he is gone again, to attend some 
essential ceremony before his coronation.
 
He is crowned. My son is now the Qianlong Emperor. His own childhood name, Hongli, becomes 
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taboo just as Yong’s did and I must bite my tongue not to call him by it when I see him.
I am visited by the Chief Eunuch. “His Majesty will wish to call upon you in a few days’ time, in 
your new palace. He will serve you breakfast.”
“Breakfast?”
The Chief Eunuch is in a hurry, he has much to do and does not wish to be explaining what seems 
obvious to him, after his many years of service here. “Yes. You will be seated at a table outside the 
Palace of Motherly Tranquillity, so that the entire court can see you and he will kneel before you to 
present you with dishes from the table, thus demonstrating his love and filial devotion for you, his only 
living parent. It is most important that the Emperor should be seen to be filial.”
“I have not even moved yet,” I tell him.
“Well, the palace chosen by the Emperor as your abode is in need of renovation,” he admits. “But 
it does not really matter. You will be outside it for the ceremony and the façade is being worked on as 
we speak.”
 
Yan wakes me in darkness and helps me to dress. I swallow when I see the imperial yellow robes laid 
out for me. I feel the cold silk slip over my skin and look down at the hue worn only by three people: 
my son, his newly-promoted Empress Lady Fuca and myself. The colour envied, strived for, desired 
by so many men and women over the years here and worn by so few. Raging dragons mark out their 
territory across my thighs while at my hem a stylised sea ripples. I take a deep breath and step outside 
my palace, where a palanquin in the imperial yellow takes me to my official residence.
Some of the paint is still wet, I can smell it. The large façade is bright with gold and red, with every 
manner of decoration, pristine in the watery dawn light. The courtyard in front of it is huge, it could 
hold a few hundred people. Inside there has not been enough time to do any work and the dusty rooms 
are empty and faded. I step outside, where the servants are laying out a table. Maids with covered 
dishes of food wait nearby, ready to step forward. Courtiers and guards fill the courtyard in rows of 
multicoloured silks, our mourning now halted to celebrate a new ruler. Behind the bright colours I can 
see a figure in sombre dress. Giuseppe, ready to make a sketch of this ceremony, capturing Qianlong’s 
filial devotion to his mother.
There is a stir and everyone readies themselves as two yellow palanquins arrive, followed by 
many more in bright colours. As my son emerges there is a ripple of silk and a clatter of weaponry as 
everyone present falls to their knees, their faces hidden. Only I remain seated and upright.
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Qianlong steps slowly and gracefully up the stairs to where I am sitting. My son has always had a 
sense of occasion and at this moment he is all too aware of the eyes of the whole court upon him. He 
makes a tiny gesture and a maid hurries to put a little bowl into his hands. Kneeling carefully before 
me, he lifts up the dish so that I may take food from it.
I take a small bite and smile at him but his face is very serious. He offers me dish after dish and 
I taste a little of each before setting it aside. At last the charade is over and he kneels to receive my 
blessing before he returns to his palanquin and leaves, allowing the court to follow in his wake. Only 
Giuseppe remains. His assistants have hurried away his work for safe storage. He hesitates, then 
approaches me.
“At least I know I will be well fed by my son, now that he is Emperor,” I say, trying to 
sound light-hearted.
Giuseppe’s mouth smiles but his eyes remain serious. “I am sorry for your loss,” he says.
I take refuge in formality. “He was a most devoted and hardworking emperor,” I say. “His reforms 
have left a great empire for his son to inherit.”
There is no-one in the courtyard. The courtiers have all gone and only Yan stands by, waiting for 
me to give the signal to summon my palanquin from the other side of the palace. Giuseppe steps a 
little closer to me, reaches out and takes my hand. I almost draw back but allow my cold fingers to be 
warmed by him for a moment.
“He was a good man,” says Giuseppe. “I will never forget his love for the Garden and how happy 
he was there.” He pauses. “As were we.”
And the tears that should have come before come now. I put one hand to my mouth to stifle my 
sobs while Giuseppe watches me. He does not try to comfort me with words, nor does he step closer, 
he only holds my fingertips in his warm hand and keeps his steady gaze on me as I weep and weep for 
a serious man who once forgot his duties and loved me.
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The Studio of Exhaustion from Diligent Service
“A new painter is to join us,” said Laura.
I looked up. “New?”
“From France. But he studied in Rome, so we will be able to speak together in Italian.”
“His name?”
“Jean-Denis Attiret.”
“How old is he?”
“Thirty-six, I believe.”
I nodded. “He will have a great deal to learn.”
Laura smiled. “You will have to teach him,” she said.
I sighed. “I am fifty this year,” I told her. “And I begin to feel weary.”
“Are you grown old all of a sudden?” she asked, laughing.
“I feel old,” I said. “Especially at the thought of a young man who has much to learn and whom I 
must teach.”
 
I was a little relieved when I met him, for Jean-Denis lacked neither enthusiasm nor talent. His works 
depicting animals were particularly fine and he was already accustomed to painting on a variety of 
surfaces, from silk to glass, which would stand him in good stead. He nodded seriously while I showed 
him examples of traditional Chinese paintings and explained how we had struggled to find new ways 
to modify our chiaroscuro techniques to create something pleasing to both our eyes and those of the 
Emperor and his people. I gave him various small commissions to carry out, that he might learn the 
style and he showed himself to be a quick and diligent pupil. I could not but wish I had had someone 
who could have shown me how to change my own ways when I had first come here, rather than 
struggling to find a path alone.
Jean-Denis was devout too, in a way that gave me pause for thought. His certainty of his purpose 
here as a missionary first and foremost, his undoubted skill as a painter wholly in the service of the 
Brotherhood, would protect him from the paths Laura and I had both found ourselves on.
“We would have found this work easier if we had had his piety, I think,” I said to Laura.
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“Easier?”
“We would not have looked beyond God for love,” I said and we were silent then, together.
 
I knew that despite having taken my vows I continued to be a source of concern to Father Friedel, now 
an elderly man. The lavish gifts I received from Qianlong honouring my service worried the Father, 
for such honours made him think that I was less devoted to the Mission and more to the court and 
my imperial patrons. I saw his face when bolts of the finest silk were delivered to me, when food was 
regularly sent from the Emperor’s table. Even a sculpture of Jesus on the cross caused him to frown, 
carved as it was in precious jade. The seemingly innocuous gift of a summer hat turned out to be 
regarded as an unheard-of honour and therefore even more worrying. My growing preferment at court 
could be counted in paintings, for where I had created only ten works for Kangxi and one hundred for 
Yongzheng, I had already surpassed two hundred works for Qianlong in a shorter space of time than 
either of his predecessors.
“Now that the new Emperor is enthroned,” said Father Friedel, “I have in mind that you, Giuseppe, 
would approach him with a petition to undo the severity of the edicts of his father.”
“We are forbidden from discussing matters of a political nature with the Emperor,” I reminded him.
“He has a filial demeanour towards you,” persisted Father Friedel. “It would be remiss of us not 
to attempt a reconciliation towards our religion through the relationship you have built up with him 
since he was a child.”
“I will try,” I said cautiously, although privately I thought Father Friedel could well be damaging 
my relationship with Qianlong past repair, which seemed a great risk. I was painting a portrait for 
Qianlong and had a sitting the next day, although I was obliged to hide the petition in my robes, for if 
the eunuchs admitting me had seen such a thing they would have removed it from me at once. Once in 
his presence, I knelt and pulled out the petition. The eunuch attendants looked on in horror.
“What is this, Shining?” asked Qianlong.
“It is a humble petition from the Order,” I said. “They ask that you withdraw the condemnation of 
their religion.”
“I do not condemn it,” he said. “I simply forbid the Bannermen and their families to convert to it.”
I prostrated myself, anxious that Qianlong might take offence at my request. “We mean no harm 
by our request, Majesty.”
He nodded. “I will read your petition, Shining.”
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The eunuchs were not as forgiving. I was searched every morning from then on to avoid the 
possibility that I was carrying similar documents. Father Friedel was relieved when some small 
softenings of the edict were made following my meeting with Qianlong, but I refused to intercede 
any further.
“I am a painter first and foremost, not a missionary,” I reminded him. I could see him struggling 
with the desire to insist, to force my vow of obedience to the Order, but in the end he let the matter go.
 
Despite his enthusiasm and willing effort, even Jean-Denis found his new life hard sometimes. He was 
reprimanded by Qianlong for not taking well to watercolours, having been at first reluctant to give up 
his oils. And he did not like the food, preferring, as did many of the other Brothers, more familiar tastes 
from home. Laura and I had long since adopted the diet of the Chinese, for the food that the Brothers 
preferred seemed plain to us now and besides there was always the risk of offending the Emperor if 
one did not eat the food at court, since dishes from his own table were seen as a sign of preferment.
It was a hot afternoon when I heard Jean-Denis throw down a brush with a vehement exclamation 
in his own tongue, which I took to be a string of oaths.
“Is all well?”
“I do not know how you have borne this life with such patience, Giuseppe! You must be a saint.”
I shook my head. “Hardly, Jean-Denis. What troubles you?”
“To be attached to a chain from day to day, to have time to say one’s prayers scarcely even on 
Sundays and feast days, to paint almost nothing according to one’s own taste or aptitudes, to meet a 
thousand other difficulties. It would make me want to return home if I did not believe that my brush 
were useful for the good of religion, to make the Emperor more favourable to the missionaries who 
preach it. That is the only thing that keeps me here!”
I patted his shoulder. “All of us have such moments,” I told him. “I think perhaps you have been 
working too hard and been cooped up too much in the Forbidden City. I will ask permission for us to 
visit the Yuan Ming Yuan, that you may see something different.”
 
As I expected, Jean-Denis recovered much of his good humour when he saw the Garden.
“It is as big as Dijon!” he exclaimed, once I had shown him the extent of the grounds.
I nodded. “It is a vast place. I have been lost here many times,” I confessed.
“Does the Emperor like your buildings?” he asked, when I showed him the Western Garden.
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“He likes them well enough for play,” I said. “But our different storeys piled one on top of the other 
are intolerable to the people here, they prefer buildings to be of one or at the most two levels only. 
They fear they will break their necks if they must ascend so high as to a fourth or fifth story!”
We spent a long time in the Garden and made many sketches. It was a peaceful day and one that 
brought both pleasure in the surroundings, which I had missed, as well as some sadness for days long 
passed and for my youth, which I saw reflected in Jean-Denis’ vitality.
“I will write home describing this place,” he said with enthusiasm. “No-one at home could imagine 
such a place, such beauty that seems as though made by nature yet is the fruit of man’s artifice.”
I nodded. I myself had written few letters, only the odd request for materials or books. Jean-Denis, 
by contrast, was an inveterate writer, always scribbling away, much like Laura with her diary. I saw 
her writing in it most evenings after we had finished eating, her blonde head bowed over the pages. I 
knew that she must have stored many volumes of her thoughts somewhere.
“You are cautious with your words, I hope,” I said to her once.
“I cannot hide my thoughts from myself, Giuseppe,” she said, smiling.
“No, but from the prying eyes of others,” I said.
She was silent for a few moments. “If I die before you,” she began.
“Unlikely,” I said. “I am considerably older than you.”
“You would protect my thoughts?” she said, ignoring my interjection.
“By destroying them?”
She shook her head. “Not if it can be helped.”
I nodded. “I will protect them if I can,” I said.
“Otherwise I may well vanish,” she said, attempting a smile. “For there would be no-one left to 
remember me.”
“I would not forget you.” I said.
“And when you are gone? We have no children to speak our name after we depart this life.”
“Enough of such talk,” I said. “I have only just managed to make Jean-Denis smile again.”
 
Our days settled back into a routine, now with three of us at work, our assistants and apprentices 
by our sides. The studio was always busy, there was always one new commission or another to add 
to the many already in progress: from enamels to paintings. We spoke little to one another except 
when a new commission was sent and then we would gather, the three of us, to consider how best to 
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complete the work. More and more I tried to give Jean-Denis and Laura work that I might otherwise 
have undertaken myself. I told myself that I was being a good master, that it was my duty to encourage 
their works and that as they were highly experienced artists in their own right, it was only proper that 
we should share the work more evenly. But in truth I was growing tired. I had served three emperors 
now, over more than two decades. And there was something missing from my life, something I had 
dismissed as a young man full of ambition but which I recognised now as a lack. I had taken my vows 
knowing what it was I was giving up, for it already had a name, but as I grew older the yearning I felt 
did not diminish, as I had perhaps expected, rather it grew greater and I knew of no way in which it 
could be assuaged.
 
Father Friedel had another request for me.
“A Chinese novice has baptised abandoned children,” he said. “And has now been beaten and 
accused as a criminal. Will you intercede for him with Qianlong?”
“You know that this may damage Qianlong’s preferment for me,” I told him, but he was adamant.
Qianlong shook his head, as I had expected. “Do not concern yourself with such matters, Shining,” 
he told me and I did not see him for some time afterwards, a deliberate sign of his displeasure which 
only added to my weariness. It seemed to me that I had spent my life here torn between two lives, 
whilst longing for a third.
 
“Master?”
I opened my eyes and looked up at the young eunuch’s worried face. I, his master, was lying on the 
floor of my painting studio, my eyes closed until he spoke to me. Perhaps he was afraid I had died. He 
can barely have been twenty and I was almost fifty. I probably seemed ancient to him.
“Yes?”
“His Majesty has a commission for you.”
I stifled a sigh. “I will be with His Majesty directly,” I said, waving a hand to dismiss him.
He hurried from the room and I sat up, wincing at a sudden twinge in my back. The hard floor 
sometimes soothed such pains but returning to my feet often undid the good work of lying still. In 
truth, the pain was not even so bad, but there was a growing weariness to my life that drew me to the 
floor and sometimes made me wish never to rise from it again. Slowly I regained my feet, gathered a 
few materials, stepped outside the studio and nodded to the bearers waiting with a palanquin.
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The familiar rhythm of the ride brought familiar thoughts. A commission from the Emperor. Once, 
I would have been excited by such words. The Screen of Twelve Beauties, coronation paintings for 
Yongzheng and then his masquerade albums, the Western Garden, the inaugural formal portraits 
depicting Qianlong at the start of his reign alongside his Empress and eleven concubines: all of these 
had been both challenges and honours such as should have pleased any court painter of ambition. But 
in the past few years my enthusiasm had waned. I wondered how long my life would be and whether 
I would serve yet another Emperor one day. It was unlikely, I supposed. Qianlong was in the prime of 
life with a magnificent and wealthy empire at his command. He might well expect to live as long as his 
grandfather. For a moment I thought, I will die serving him, and despite my fondness for him it seemed 
as though someone had pronounced a prison sentence over me. To continue to be at the whim of a 
monarch who might demand anything of me, who was not to be gainsaid, whilst longing for something 
I could never be free to choose… but we had arrived.
Qianlong, as I had expected, was exuberant. “Shining!”
“Your Majesty.”
“I have a commission for you. Something special.”
I bowed.
“My rooms and gardens are to be entirely refurbished. Entirely.” He was already unrolling a scroll 
to show me details of plans. I recognised the seal of the Lei family, newly released from their work on 
the now completed Western Garden and its palaces.
“Studio of Exhaustion from Diligent Service,” I read out.
“Yes,” he said. “I have renamed it. I think it suits me, don’t you?”
“Yes, Majesty,” I said, smiling a little. The idea of Qianlong being exhausted from anything 
seemed unlikely.
“There is a private theatre within the complex,” he said. “I wish you to decorate it inside. You may 
decorate it however you think best. I trust your judgement entirely.”
I bowed. Qianlong was fond of saying such things and no doubt meant them, although he could 
also suddenly change his mind and insist on some entirely different motif once work had already 
begun. “Your Majesty is kind.”
He beamed. “Tomorrow I am taking my mother to the Yuan Ming Yuan,” he said. “It is a long time 
since she saw it and so much work has been done to beautify it. She will scarcely recognise it!”
I thought of the first time I had seen Niuhuru, how I had been lost and wandering through the 
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Garden, with few landmarks to guide me. How since Qianlong had taken the throne one building 
after another had appeared – not just the Western Garden and all the palaces he had commanded me 
to create but across the whole of the Yuan Ming Yuan: temples, walkways, pavilions, new offices, 
palaces, bridges, boathouses equipped with magnificent dragon-headed boats and more. “I hope the 
changes will be to her liking,” I said.
“She will be delighted by them,” said Qianlong.
The space I was shown into was large and had fine proportions. Set against the back wall and 
jutting out into the room was the stage itself, a miniature pavilion on which the actors could play 
out their stories. The rest of the room would be set out with comfortable seating – chairs or cushions 
according to the Emperor’s command. It was unfinished; the delicately made bamboo flooring was 
still being fitted while the ceiling and walls were bare of any decoration: my commission. I stood for a 
few moments with my hand resting on the empty wall, my eyes drawn to the plain ceiling above me. 
I felt devoid of inspiration. I considered various scenes, various auspicious symbols. Remembering 
Qianlong’s delight in my works of trompe l’oeil I sketched a bamboo fence, inset with a circular open 
gate, a moon-gate as they were called, through which further buildings and gardens could be glimpsed, 
leading the viewer to fancy themselves in a garden looking outwards rather than inside a building. A 
pretty enough idea, but it did not interest me much. I spoke with my apprentices, explained once again 
the concepts of forced perspective, had them mark out key points on the walls so that they might begin 
the work under my guidance. I thought back to my first efforts at introducing perspective, how much I 
had struggled. Since then Xiyao had written a treatise on the subject. I had worked with him on it and 
now its use was more and more widely accepted.
“And the ceiling, Master?”
I looked up at the empty expanse above our heads. Perhaps a blue sky, with soft clouds? But that 
would not be detailed enough, not of enough interest. I closed my eyes and of course she was there, as 
ever, the way I had first painted her, the wisteria of her little fairy-palace falling about her.
“Wisteria,” I said. “Growing across a bamboo pergola.” Without thinking I had used my own 
tongue for the word. “A gazebo,” I clarified. “Made of criss-crossed bamboo with the wisteria trained 
to grow across it. It will add to the illusion of being seated in a garden.”
The apprentices nodded eagerly and continued their work. I watched their bustle, their enthusiasm 
for the project and felt nothing. The work was not of interest to me. I had painted such illusions too 
often, the magic of them had gone, for I saw only the artifice behind them. I had come here wanting to 
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do something magnificent and nothing I had done felt important enough.
 
Laura listened to my complaints about the Studio and shook her head. “You had better hope Qianlong 
does not decide you must refurbish all the rooms in the Forbidden City,” she teased. “There are 
supposed to be nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine of them in all. You are lucky you are only 
refurbishing the Studio.”
“Why not just have ten thousand rooms?” I asked.
“Ah, they say that Heaven has ten thousand rooms,” said Laura. “And that it would be presumptuous 
of the Emperor to have as many rooms as there are in Heaven.”
I shook my head. “All I need is a quiet place,” I told her. “Even the painting studio is always full 
of apprentices. They make my head ache with their endless questions.”
“You will need to find a secret quiet place,” said Laura. “There must be one amongst the nine 
thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine that will suit your needs.”
“Where do you go when you need silence?” I asked her.
“There is a little garden behind the church,” she said and I saw a blush rising on her cheeks.
“You go there alone?” I asked her, knowing the answer already.
“I go there because it is the place where I am happiest,” she said and turned away, back to her 
own work.
I wanted to warn her, to tell her that what there was between her and Guo was forbidden, but I 
could not find it in me to remind her of what she already knew. The only happiness I could achieve was 
in my work and it wearied me.
 
“Nonsense,” said old man Lei, patriarch of the Lei family, when I said as much. “Your scroll depicting 
the hundred horses is a treasured piece in His Majesty’s collection. And many other examples of your 
work are highly praised. And I understand that Nian Xiyao has dedicated his book, The Science of 
Vision, to you, in admiration of your ideas on perspective.”
I smiled. He was a kindly man and took a more practical approach to his own work than I perhaps 
did. His family had served the emperors of China for generations and he knew their work would outlive 
us all. But when he was gone I lay on the floor of my studio again. I could not think of the theatre with 
excitement. It bored me and my own boredom saddened me. I thought of Niuhuru, even now being 
taken to the Yuan Ming Yuan by her son and wondered if she, too, would feel that the place she had 
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once known had somehow disappeared beneath too many layers of beauty, like a known acquaintance 
transformed into something otherworldly for a part in the opera, making one squint to recognise them 
under the costume and extraordinary makeup and somehow unable to see them at all.
“The illusion is wonderful,” said Jean-Denis when he viewed the work in progress in Qianlong’s 
theatre. “Will you instruct me further in its execution? I know the essentials, of course, but you are a 
master at it.”
I nodded without replying. Jean-Denis’ enthusiasm should have been pleasing to me, but it only 
added to my weariness, reminding me of myself at a younger age. I oversaw the work on the theatre 
each day and as each day waned I returned to my studio and lay alone on the floor, gazing at the 
colourful ceiling tiles, my mind so unwilling to think that I did nothing but count them, over and over 
until they seemed to swim before my eyes. Thirty of them, all the work of a craftsman who had cared 
about each and every one, or perhaps had not. Perhaps he had outlined every shape while his eyes saw 
something else, a life he had never been able to achieve.
 
“Qianlong has issued a death sentence on five Dominican missionaries,” said Father Friedel, his 
wrinkled face pale. “We must stand by our Brothers in Christ. Will you intercede with His Majesty on 
their behalf?”
I shook my head. “He will refuse,” I said simply. “You must know him better than this by now. My 
preferment as a painter, even his kindnesses in my regard, do not mean that he will listen to anything 
from me concerning the Order.”
As I had expected, when I steeled myself to beg for mercy, Qianlong only shook his head. “You 
do not understand our customs, Shining,” he said without rancour. “Continue your work. We will not 
speak of this again.”
The missionaries were executed and I saw Father Friedel’s disappointment, but I was used to the 
Order’s disappointment in me as a missionary by now, it meant little enough.
 
“Shining!”
Fortunately when Qianlong came on an unexpected visit the studio I was not, in fact, lying on the 
floor. “Your Majesty. I am honoured.”
Behind him were a group of his ladies, all looking about them with curiosity. I called for refreshments 
and had some of my apprentices unroll scrolls of works in progress. I watched them as they peered 
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at the scrolls and pointed, commented on a painting showing the hunting season and smiled as they 
identified known faces.
“I believe you are enchanted by my ladies,” said Qianlong, teasing. “Perhaps one of them has 
caught your eye?”
The women giggled.
I smiled. “They are all charming, Your Majesty, but I am quite sure they only have eyes for you. I 
am an old man and they are far too beautiful for me.”
Qianlong was laughing. “But you must choose one!” he cried. “You, who have a painter’s eye, 
must say who is the most perfect!”
I thought of Qianlong’s own mother, her face now a little worn from when I had first seen her, 
strands of grey in her hair and yet to me more beautiful than any of the ladies present, exquisite as 
each one was. “I have not looked at them so closely, Majesty,” I said. “I have been counting the tiles 
on the ceiling.”
“Have you now? And how many are there?”
“Thirty, Majesty,” I said.
Qianlong made a fuss about counting each and every one and laughed heartily when I was proven 
correct. “You are too good, Shining,” he told me, clapping me on the back. “Surely even a priest may 
look at a woman?”
I smiled but did not answer and Qianlong grew serious again. “I am writing a new edict,” he said. 
“You are to be made a Mandarin.”
I shook my head. “That is too great an honour, Majesty,” I said, thinking of the Brothers and their 
horror at the very idea of my being made a senior official. Such a change in my status at court would 
only remind them once again that I was not as dedicated to their missionary efforts as they would wish, 
that I was being rewarded as the painter I was, rather than the priest they still hoped I might be.
Qianlong shook his head at me. “You see, Shining,” he said. “You are too good. Too modest. I will 
not force you to accept it now. But one day you must, you know. It is the post of Mandarin or marriage 
to a beautiful lady, you will have to choose!”
I endured more of his teasing for a while, but when he had gone I dismissed all of the apprentices. 
I thought of how relieved the Brothers would be that I had turned down such an honour. They would 
praise me for my devoutness, for my obedience to the Order.
“He treats you with great respect,” said Jean-Denis, perhaps a little over-awed.
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I nodded. “I have known him since he was a baby,” I said. “They place great importance on respect 
for their elders here, even when they outrank them. He was taught to bow to his tutors as a boy, even 
though they all knew he would be Emperor one day.”
“Do you think,” began Jean-Denis but I waved him away.
“I am very tired,” I said. “Perhaps we should finish for the day.”
He nodded and cleared away his tools, then stood waiting.
“I will join you soon,” I said. “Hurry or you will miss prayers.”
He hesitated for a moment, before scurrying away. His devotion to Our Lord was true and honest 
and I knew that he found peace in prayer.
When he was gone I lowered myself to the floor, counted the tiles above me, and wept.
 
On a low stone wall of the Garden of Perfect Brightness where all my memories now reside there sit 
discarded, side by side, a crucifix and the bright red hat of a Mandarin. Either might have been my 
motive for decades of service in a land far away from my birth, yet neither are what held me here 
so long.
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Vast Empty Clear Mirror
“You will be enchanted,” promises my son, riding alongside me. He has insisted that we should ride 
on horseback together to the Yuan Ming Yuan. I am nervous about seeing the Garden again. I wish I 
were his Empress, quiet and untroubled in a palanquin a little way behind us: she does not remember 
the Yuan Ming Yuan of the past, my son will not eagerly watch her face to see her every reaction to 
the changes he has wrought.
Yongzheng spent a little time there during his brief reign but rarely brought any of his ladies back 
there once we had arrived in the Forbidden City. Qianlong has deliberately kept me away, intent on 
completing the Western Garden and its palaces before I am to see them. He knows nothing of the 
evening I spent there with Giuseppe and anyway I saw little of the works: towering creations of carved 
stone in the half-light alongside still-open trenches, bundles of plants waiting to be planted. My eyes 
were fixed on Giuseppe and on the strings that might take me to him. I know that Qianlong has not 
just had works completed in that small area, either. He has incessantly told me of new buildings and 
bridges, of improvements to waterways and the enhancing of views: manmade hills focusing the eye 
on what should be seen rather than the eye being free to see what it wants. But my son is brimming 
with pride and I determine to like what he has done. It is still the same place, after all: there will be 
waterways and flowers, little paths and birdsong and I will go back to my own little palace to see the 
flowering wisteria. So I smile at him and nod my head as we ride away from the Forbidden City and 
towards the Garden, a vast procession of guards and courtiers and officials, Qianlong’s own ladies, 
eunuchs and maids. We are to stay in the Yuan Ming Yuan for a few days, the better to enjoy all its 
new delights.
“There is even a surprise for you,” says Qianlong, his eyes gleaming.
The roads have been improved, the earth pounded down and made hard, with straighter ways and 
well-managed planting to either side. The carts at the back of our procession will do well here. The 
Grand Palace Gate and its surroundings, have been enlarged and refurbished, the red doors freshly 
painted, studded with brass that gleams from polishing. As the doors swing open I see late blossoms, 
delicately planted terraces of flowers, a pathway turning to the left and one up ahead and my heart lifts 
a little. Yes, it is more managed and a little grander but it is much as I remember it. All will be well.
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Qianlong calls for silence, he halts our procession and calls just a few of us forwards: myself, the 
Empress, his other ladies, a few courtiers of high standing. We are perhaps thirty people.
“The rest of you will enter by the Western Gate,” he decrees. “I wish our party to enjoy a surprise 
I have arranged.”
The vast procession moves away from the gate, trundling onwards to the where my old home lies. 
It takes a little while for the sound of them to die away. I hear birdsong and cannot help but smile. My 
son beams back at me.
“Now we must approach quietly,” he says. “Come!”
I think that perhaps he has brought some animals here who are shy: swans and their cygnets, deer 
and their fawns. We walk quietly along the little path that turns to the left. There is a courtyard of low-
built buildings which did not used to be here and although they are elegant enough I believe they are 
probably storage rooms for gardening implements and other such necessary but unbeautiful objects. 
On the other side of them will be one of the larger lakes, with a tiny winding path that one can follow 
throughout the Garden, a walk I often used to take Qianlong on as a child. He would play on the edge 
of the water, a stick in one hand, poking at the tadpoles and reeds while the gentle sunlight shone down 
on us and I looked this way and that for a glimpse of Giuseppe’s robes. We step out of the courtyard 
and I turn right, onto the winding path.
Ahead, a cacophony of noise suddenly erupts. More than one of the ladies shrieks. I stand 
still, blinking.
The entirety of the road before us is lined with red stalls, each manned by a eunuch dressed as though 
he were a market trader. Up and down the road pace their customers: courtiers in their finest clothes, 
laughing amongst themselves at the role they are playing, mock-bargaining with the eunuchs, who 
offer their wares: grilled meats and bowls of hot noodles, caramelised fruits on long wooden skewers, 
pretty fans and table-games with intricately carved pieces, hairpins, cooling juices and warming teas. 
In a long winding row by the lakeside, blocking the view of the water, stand singers and musicians, 
performing a popular song. From the trees hang caged birds, perhaps to provide birdsong, although 
their inhabitants only flutter from one part of their cages to another, ruffled by the noise from below.
Qianlong is laughing. “You are surprised! I knew you would be. I know my ladies cannot enjoy the 
market streets of Beijing and so – I have created them here for your pleasure!”
Lady Fuca clings to his arm and smiles up at him. “It is astonishing! May I bargain with 
the stallholders?”
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“Bargain all you wish,” says Qianlong, waving her towards the endless red stalls, bright with 
streaming pennants. “But you know that all they have is yours to command.”
The other ladies and the courtiers come forwards, exclaiming at the stalls, the music, the gaiety. 
They immerse themselves in my son’s play-world as though they were children, sipping drinks and 
pretending to haggle over the non-existent prices of a fan or a silken scarf.
I try to look through the wall of musicians and glimpse a new raised wooden walkway that juts out 
onto the lake, culminating in a pavilion. I think to move towards it, to reach a quieter area but Qianlong 
is already at my side.
“Noodles?” he asks and I have to follow him, to express pretend outrage at the price the eunuch 
says the noodles cost and applaud Qianlong when he beats him down to a something more acceptable. 
I have to eat the hot noodles and drink the broth, I have to exclaim when a eunuch acts the part of a 
pickpocket and robs the Emperor himself and is taken away by eunuchs dressed as guards, I have to 
smile so that my son will be happy with his surprise.
At last I take his arm. “Your Western Garden!” I say, with great brightness. “I have not yet seen it! 
Take me there.” I hope for a long quiet walk around the Sea of Blessings, to leave behind the noise and 
the madness, but Qianlong waves the courtiers and ladies along with us, nodding to the musicians to 
accompany us, so that I cannot escape at all.
The palaces of the Western Garden tower above us, immoveable and strange to me in their squat 
stone heaviness, incongruously topped with blue or green glazed roof tiles in our own style. The 
fountains spout gurgling water for us, the maze has the ladies giggling as they fail to reach Qianlong, 
laughing at them from his pavilion. I rest my hand on a small carved flower of the maze’s walls and 
watch them.
Beyond the main palaces I see a tiny village, far off, the houses more modest in their appearance 
but still in keeping with the Western architecture I have seen so far.
“There is even a village?” I ask Qianlong.
He is delighted with my question. “Walk closer to it,” he urges me.
I do so, only to suddenly realise that the village is an illusion, a painting on such a vast scale and 
using a trickery of sight such that it appears real and yet is only an image. “Did Shining do this?” I ask.
Qianlong is all smiles. “He did,” he says. “I commanded it and he had more than a hundred painters 
brought here from the imperial studios to complete the work. He says it uses forced perspective,” he 
adds, proud at knowing the technical terms Giuseppe uses. “It makes an illusion, to trick the eye and 
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see what is not really there.”
I nod. I wonder whether these buildings make Giuseppe homesick, whether these are the sights of 
his childhood. Has building them exhausted his last remaining memories of his homeland? Perhaps he 
considers the whole thing a playground for the child he once knew, a fairytale made real in stone but 
still an illusion.
I try to find some peace in the Garden but it is almost impossible. When I suggest boating a 
gigantic boat is summoned, lavishly painted and surmounted with a dragon’s head, nothing like the 
little rowing boats we once paddled here and there. Naturally it is not made for just a few people, so a 
crowd climbs aboard. The musicians follow us in smaller but no less lavish boats, so that the singing 
goes on endlessly, adding to the chatter of the courtiers. At last I clasp Qianlong’s arm and ask him if 
I may visit my old palace.
“Of course!” he agrees.
At once our party changes direction and we make our way back across the Garden, heading South-
East. Tiny wooden bridges that I recalled walking over have been replaced with sturdy new covered 
bridges complete with marble steps grand enough for our entourage to sweep over. Buildings are 
everywhere, rising from little meadows, woodlands and even the middle of lakes. The emptiness 
and wildness of my memories is now gone, the little streams and secret hollows that Yan and I once 
explored are opened up, over-planted and no longer tucked away but boldly on show for all to see. I 
stay silent while the ladies and courtiers heap praise on everything that has been done here.
At last we reach the Nine Continents Calm and Clear, my old home. The palaces around the little 
lake have been refurbished, I am told, and there has been a lot of new planting but in comparison to 
other areas I am relieved to see that it is still recognisable: the islets still circling the lake, bridges 
linking each, the great willow trees.
“You will stay in the largest palace, of course,” says my son. I look across the lake at the palace 
that used to be Lady Nara’s, Yongzheng’s Primary Consort when he was only a prince. I remember Yan 
dressing me to meet her, my anxiousness that she might be angry at my arrival and jealous and instead 
meeting a kindly, sad woman in mourning for the loss of her child.
“I would rather stay in my old palace,” I say.
“Nonsense,” says Qianlong. “It is tiny! It is hardly fitting for you now that you are the Empress 
Dowager. But we can go and look at it, if you would like to.”
I nod.
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Slowly we walk along the lakeside until we stand before it.
“The wisteria is charming,” says my son. “We had to cut it back of course, it was threatening 
to envelop the whole palace! But I have given orders for it to be re-trained more delicately. As you 
can see.”
I stand a little ahead of the crowd, so that no-one can see my face. I think of the little fairy-palace 
I was brought to when I was only a child and glad of a fairytale to soothe my fears. Then, the wisteria 
covered every part of the building, the hanging flowers a purple mist of loveliness. Now the vine has 
been cut back so that the palace can be clearly seen, the wisteria reduced to a thin snaking shape along 
the front, nothing more. My eyes fill with tears and I have to stand looking at the palace longer than is 
necessary to clear them and be ready to face my son.
“I have increased the number of gardeners three-fold,” he tells me as I turn to him. “The Garden 
must be perfect in every way.”
I nod.
“What do you think?” he asks.
“You have done so much,” I say. “I do not know what to say.”
He smiles broadly. “There is so much still to be done,” he says.
 
Lady Nara’s old palace is large and every comfort has been arranged for me. I am treated with too 
much care, as though I am an elderly lady. I have not yet reached my forty-fifth year, but tonight I 
feel old. I sip hot tea and allow myself to be wrapped in overly-thick furs against the possible chill of 
a warm spring night. At last I dismiss most of the servants so that I can hear the silence I have been 
denied all day. Yan kneels before me to remove my too-high shoes and when she catches my eye she 
makes a little face that shows what she thinks of the day we have passed.
“Do you remember when we first saw how big the Garden was?” I ask and she nods, silent. I go to 
sleep early and sleep badly, my mind a jumble of little red stalls and endless songs.
 
It is still half-dark when I leave my bed, leaving the unwanted furs behind. In bare feet I walk along 
the lakeside, feeling pebbles and grass, a sensation denied me for many years now. At last I find the 
shelter of a willow tree that will shield me from view. The ground is hard and cold but it feels familiar. 
I look out across the lake and see a duck escorting her ducklings between the reeds, hear her quack 
anxiously when one seems briefly lost. Above me in the tree I hear a crow caw and its mate answer. 
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As the sun rises more birds sing and I close my eyes, the better to hear their sounds and the lap of the 
lake’s water on the shore. Slow tears roll down from my closed eyelids as a great grief wells up in me 
and cannot be contained. I know, now, what the rest of my life will be like. It will be music everywhere 
and the illusion of simplicity while living a life absurd in its luxury. It will be always accompanied 
apart from perhaps a few brief moments, growing ever rarer, when I can slip away like this. I will have 
to accept lavishly unwelcome surprises from my well-meaning, generous-hearted son, for he will not 
listen to my desires, certain that he is right. The Garden will grow both ever grander and less precious 
to me. Those tiny moments in my life when Giuseppe has held my fingertips or stood close to me will 
grow fewer and fewer until I barely see him from one year to another. I will forget what it is to thrill 
to another’s touch.
I am not permitted to indulge in either fading memories or growing fears. I see eunuchs and maids 
in the distance, hurrying on errands. The Garden is waking and I must return to my rooms, where 
Qianlong joins me for breakfast.
“There is so much we can do!” he tells me. “We must go on a Southern Tour, to view the empire. 
You must come with us to Chengde in the autumn, I know my father did not greatly care for the hunt 
but the fresh air will be good for your longevity and I will ensure the journey does not greatly tax you.”
“You may travel without me if you wish,” I tell him. “I do not wish to be a burden to you.”
He kneels before me. “You are my mother,” he reminds me reproachfully. “It is my filial duty to 
make you happy. You need only ask and it will be done.”
I look down on his bright eyes and place my hand on his head in blessing.
What else can I do?
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The Garden of Perfect Brightness
“Will you enjoy the hunt?” asked Laura, watching the servants packing up my painting implements.
I nodded. I had accompanied the hunt many times during Kangxi’s reign, since he was a keen 
hunter. It was a refreshing novelty to leave behind the formality of the Forbidden City and make our 
way into the woods of Chengde for the autumn hunting season. Yongzheng had shown little interest in 
its pleasures; he was not a man for outdoor pursuits despite his love for nature and perhaps he found it 
hard to forget the fear he must have felt in watching his son nearly die there. In any case it was some 
years since the court had departed in such pomp for the hunt. Qianlong, a keen hunter, was all-afire 
with anticipation.
“We may even kill a tiger,” he said and I had to laugh at the same words coming from his older 
mouth, for they brought back an image of his child self, hopping from one leg to the other in excitement. 
“You will paint the hunt,” he instructed me.
I bowed. “With pleasure.” Certainly there was much scope for painting during the hunt, with 
animals as well as people set in a more untamed scene than could be found either within the walls of 
the Forbidden City or the ever-more-managed perfection of the Garden.
“My mother will accompany us,” said Qianlong. “Indeed it is primarily for her benefit that we are 
going to Chengde. The fresh air and nature all around her will be most beneficial to her health.”
I nodded, although everyone who knew Qianlong knew he loved to hunt and that his mother’s 
health was nothing but an excuse to resurrect the old rhythm of attending the hunting grounds every 
year, as his grandfather used to do. But privately I thought that perhaps Niuhuru would enjoy the visit 
to Chengde, that being close to her childhood home and seeing familiar landscapes might bring her 
pleasure and that the natural world around her might offer a sense of the freedom that her ever more 
exalted positions had slowly eroded.
 
Jean-Denis looked me over. “Very grand,” he said, smiling in genuine admiration tinged, perhaps, with 
a little jealousy.
I looked down at the brightly coloured, lavishly decorated blue silk robe I wore, marking me out 
as Mandarin of the Third Rank. “I could not refuse it again,” I said. “The Emperor insisted.” I did not 
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say that this time the edict had come from Niuhuru, that for reasons of her own she had added her 
voice to Qianlong’s to insist that I accept the honour. Qianlong I could refuse, claiming that my vows 
forbade ostentation or the seeking of worldly praise, but Niuhuru’s distant command I found harder 
to ignore. Perhaps a part of me hoped that being granted such an honour, being known as a favourite 
of the Empress Dowager, would allow me more opportunities to see her, however briefly. I knew that 
this honour was a worry to the Brothers, that they saw in it confirmation of their fears that I was not 
truly one of them, that I was somehow apart, not fully dedicated to the Mission and therefore harder 
to control.
“And the hat,” said Jean-Denis, eagerly. Perhaps in my new attire he saw the heights to which a 
man might aspire, if his work pleased the Emperor.
I turned the hat in my hands, its black upturned brim surmounted with a jewelled button and 
threads of red silk. Cautiously I placed it on my head. I had grown used to my severe black robes, 
their plainness.
“You are one of them now,” laughed Jean-Denis. “You are become a Chinese after all your 
time here.”
I nodded slowly, my own face serious. “I think I have been one of them for longer than I knew,” 
I say.
 
Before we left I went to find Laura. She had always been annoyed at being left behind during the 
hunting seasons and had pored over my images from the hunts with a wistful expression.
“I am too much in the city,” she told me. “I get tired of the noise of it, the busyness. I long for the 
clean air, the natural surroundings of the countryside. The silence.”
“As do we all,” I said, thinking of the Yuan Ming Yuan.
She was not to be found in any of the main church buildings and I had almost given up on finding 
her when I was reminded of the garden she had mentioned and went in search of it. It was situated to 
the rear of the building, a tiny plot of herbs with some of the vast southern rocks so much admired in 
the capital. I could not see Laura and was about to turn away when I saw two shadows on the ground 
ahead of me, the figures casting them hidden by the rocks. I opened my mouth to speak but then closed 
it as the two shadows touched, then became one embrace. I heard a low murmur and Laura’s voice 
responding, too soft to hear what she said. Quietly I left the garden, thinking of the one moment when 
my own lips had touched Niuhuru’s. I wondered if I would ever again have that experience, if my 
190
whole life would be marked by that one moment and the impossibility of it ever being repeated.
 
In Qianlong’s theatre the works were progressing well. Above my head the wisteria now bloomed, 
twining delicately along bamboo supports, offering a glimpse of pale blue sky beyond. To my right, the 
wall was beginning to disappear into a formal moon gate shaped with curved bamboo and beyond it a 
garden scene was emerging, complete with buildings beyond and a pair of magpies who perched on its 
fence in the foreground. I nodded to my apprentices who, encouraged, continued their delicate outlines 
and preparations for flowering peonies and a crane caught tending to its plumage. I stood, considering 
the overall effect, when I became aware of Kun standing by my side.
“Is the Empress Dowager well?” I asked him. Any unexpected glimpse of Kun or Yan always made 
my heart beat a little faster in fear that Niuhuru might be unwell or in any danger, since they stayed so 
close to her side.
Kun nodded. “Her Majesty wishes you to know that she will be at the hunt,” he said.
I smiled. “As will I, Kun. You can tell Her Majesty that I hope I will have the pleasure of seeing 
her there.”
He nodded. His eyes travelled around the room, taking in the wisteria ceiling and the garden-
illusion growing ever more real as its colours and shapes took shape. “It is like her old palace in the 
Garden,” he said at last, raising his eyes to the ceiling.
I nodded. “Did Her Majesty enjoy her recent journey there?” I asked.
“She cried,” he said bluntly. “She crept away at dawn to try and see it as it once was but there is 
little of it left as she recalls it. As we recall it,” he added, looking directly at me and bowing before he 
took his leave.
 
The procession gathered in one of the vast outer courtyards of the Forbidden City. Palanquins, horses, 
guards, huge carts filled with tents, weaponry for the hunt, clothing, food and more, while endless 
courtiers joined the area with their own possessions. The Chief Eunuch looked exhausted and was 
no doubt quietly cursing Qianlong’s enthusiasm for the hunt, thinking of his father Yongzheng who 
had been content to remain at home and not move thousands of people and everything needed to care 
for them to a place several days’ distance from the usual facilities required to maintain a court in 
good order.
I waited patiently, sat astride my own horse, with two apprentices behind me in a covered cart, 
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which held my painting materials. Jean-Denis, also on horseback, looked excited.
“I had not thought so many would be travelling.”
I nodded. “It is something of an undertaking to move the court.”
“There will be no-one left here!”
I smiled at his lack of knowledge. “These are just the favoured ones and everything needed to keep 
them happy. There will be many hundreds left here in the City.”
“Make way for the Empress Dowager!”
An open yellow palanquin bobbed towards us and our cart was forced to one side. I looked towards 
it and saw Niuhuru. Her face was pale and she looked tired. I waited for her to see me but she was not 
looking about her, her eyes were fixed ahead.
“Make way for the Emperor!” came the call and Qianlong’s own palanquin came bobbing along, 
empty, for he was on horseback, riding just before it, his smile open and happy. There was a jolting and 
jostling as everyone prepared to leave, for while all of us had been ready to depart since before the dawn, 
the Emperor himself could not be expected to wait for even a moment. Slowly the procession began 
to creep forward, the vast outer gates of the Forbidden City swung open and our journey had begun.
“It will be a great opportunity,” said Jean-Denis, his face still beaming. “I will attempt to capture 
the motion of the horses, as you have shown me.” He was always keen to be praised for his work, to 
carry out commissions that might earn imperial approval. I saw in him my own ambition from many 
years ago and wondered if he sometimes resented the fact that all the best opportunities were given to 
me before any other artist. The horses, in particular, were a favourite subject for Qianlong and he had 
praised my work in depicting them at full gallop, for lending the sense of movement which no doubt 
recalled for him the thrill of the hunt.
“Forward!” came the call from up ahead of us.
I watched Qianlong’s palanquin follow him out of the main gate, saw the twin palanquins of 
Niuhuru and Lady Fuca bobbing behind it. I thought of Kun, describing Niuhuru’s visit to the Garden. 
She cried. She crept away at dawn to try and see it as it once was but there is little of it left as she 
recalls it. As we recall it.
“I find I am unwell,” I said suddenly. “I will leave you to paint the hunt on this occasion, Jean-
Denis. Should the Emperor or anyone else ask for me, you can tell them that I am growing older and 
the cold air of the mountains would not do good things for my cough.”
Jean-Denis looked bemused. “Your cough?”
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I coughed loudly. “My cough. I would not wish to be unable to serve the Emperor through 
worsening it.”
“But the cart, the apprentices…”
“I leave them all in your capable hands, Jean-Denis,” I said. “You will do well, I am sure of it.” 
We had barely made our way through the crimson gates but I turned my horse’s head left and made my 
way along the wall of the Forbidden City, gaining entrance through the Eastern Gate.
I had perhaps thought Jean-Denis foolish for believing that all the inhabitants of the Forbidden 
City would be gone, but certainly the place was suddenly grown quiet, with only a few bored looking 
guards here and there, no doubt sulking at missing the adventure of the hunt. The odd official tasked 
with some boring errand scurried past. Inside, I knew from past experience, those residences now 
left empty would be cleaned or even refurbished in the absence of their owners. There was no let-up 
in work allowed for those maids and eunuchs who were left behind. And some palaces still held 
their unwanted occupants: older concubines from Yongzheng or even Kangxi’s reign, all too aware of 
today’s departure and their exclusion from it, their palaces full of silent resentment.
 
The Palace of Motherly Tranquillity was not silent. Its exterior had been painted and gilded to mark 
Niuhuru’s official arrival, but I knew that the interior was still being refurbished and no doubt now, 
with its mistress away, the works could be done with greater speed and less discomfort to her, ready 
for her return. I noted two members of the Lei family engaged in consideration of changes to be 
made and painters mixing pigments while maids brought out all manner of furnishings to be cleaned 
and freshened.
“Shining? I thought you were at the hunt?” Kun had arrived with his own apprentices, now 
busily uprooting withering summer flowers, which would be replaced with the autumnal colours of 
chrysanthemums, grown in a nursery elsewhere and now about to take pride of place as they burst 
into bloom.
“I thought of what you said about the Empress Dowager’s visit to the Garden and found I could 
not leave,” I said. “I need your help, Kun.”
The refurbishment of her rooms took less time than I expected, leaving Kun and I perhaps ten days 
before the return of the court. Still, time was short and I was glad that I had been able to prepare in 
my deserted studio. When the works were done I dismissed her household servants, telling the Chief 
Eunuch’s deputy to use them elsewhere while final touches to decorative panels were made. He did 
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not ask questions.
 
In the cold dawn light Kun swung open the carved and painted doors to Niuhuru’s palace. We were 
confronted with her receiving hall, an over-large room with a raised platform at one end. A screen 
stood behind it, painted with imperial dragons while auspicious objects surrounded the carved throne 
where she was supposed to sit. It was a rigidly formal space.
“She hates it,” said Kun.
I nodded. It was everything Niuhuru had never wanted.
“What is it you would have me do?” asked Kun.
“I need you to make me a half room,” I told him. “A hidden room.” I had learnt from the Lei family 
and I showed him a tiny model I had created.
He looked at it in silence and then lifted his eyes to mine.
 
Kun was a fast worker. It took him only a day, with my help as his inept assistant, to create the wooden 
framed-walls of a room that sat behind the empty space of the receiving room’s throne. The room was 
not large, it allowed a person to walk perhaps six or seven paces before they had to turn again in either 
direction, but cunningly its back wall stopped only a hand’s breadth from a window of the palace, 
while its two side-walls enclosed the space entirely. In front of the window Kun and I pasted strips of 
white silk onto a light bamboo framework which created a new wall, its shimmering height reaching to 
the full extent of the high ceiling and meeting the floor below it. Light poured through the silk, creating 
a giant blank canvas of a wall.
“Now my work begins,” I told Kun. “Your only remaining task is to disguise the outer walls so that 
no-one will know this room is here.” I mixed simple paints and showed him how to use them to cover 
the walls and door of the hidden room, then despatched him to source hangings and scrolls to be used 
as decoration, masking the space we had created entirely. When he had done, I thanked him and told 
him that now I would work alone. His only task was to warn me of the court’s progress, should they 
for some reason return early.
I had seven days.
 
The white silk glowed with the hidden light of the window behind it. Alone in the little room, I cast my 
mind back to the first time I had seen the Garden. How the first vistas of flowers and carved bridges 
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had given way to ever more beautiful sights as it revealed itself, the shimmering waters and delicate 
buildings hidden here and there, the quick fleeting life it harboured as all around me dragonflies glittered 
and frogs flashed their bright skins leaping to shelter as I passed. How, breathless and overawed, lost 
and dazed, I had come across an avenue of bamboo and within it caught my first glimpse of a face that 
had become, for me, something greater than I could put a name to.
I lifted up my hand. The brush touched the silk, giving it colour, taking from it light.
To paint with love is different, I found. In my lifetime I had painted to please a master, to prove 
myself, to complete a commission. To find a way to bridge two worlds, to please three emperors, 
whether young or old. I had painted, rarely, for my own pleasure, although usually when doing so 
I was trying to gain a new skill or solve a problem of perspective, colour or light. To paint without 
commission, without fear of a critical eye, to paint freely as you wish to paint and to do it as a gift of 
love… it is different. I painted what there had been between us over many years and what could not be 
said. I painted my memories and watched as the grey dawn light bloomed to sunrise through the silk, 
casting a golden light on a landscape now lost. As the day grew brighter the colours grew so vivid they 
seemed to ripple as the heat does in summer and when sunset came its pink-flushed hues touched the 
silk with a greater art than I would ever possess. In these moments the scene I was painting seemed 
to come alive and I would step back and cease my work, for it seemed to be creating itself without 
my intervention.
When it was done I stood alone and looked at the work in silence. A spring day blew wispy clouds 
across a deep blue sky and a light breeze rippled the surface of the lakeside, only a few steps away. 
Across the lake could be seen a small building, perhaps a little temple, a simple affair half-hidden by 
crooked pines. A haphazard path might lead there, although its outline was unpaved and faint among 
the rising willow trees and delicate pink blossoms that lined the water’s edge, the grass a pale haze in 
the golden sunshine. In the closest shallows rushes came up between grey boulders and here, with his 
back to us, a little boy crouched, one hand gripping the boulder so that he might stretch out further 
with his other hand to touch the glistening green of a wary frog’s back. By his feet was a tiny model 
of a fisherman’s hut, something made with scraps of wood bound with rushes.
I thought of Niuhuru and how she would stand here, also alone, seeing her past come back to life 
before her eyes and knowing that I had offered her all that I could ever give: my art and my memories, 
bound up in love for her.
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Exiting the room, I closed its small door behind me and ran my hand over it. Outside I found Kun, 
planting gnarled bulbs in the garden, ready for spring.
“Yan may need to change the servants,” I told him. “Some of them will question where the space 
behind the receiving hall has gone. There may be gossip, whispers.”
He nodded. “The household is in Yan’s command,” he said. “I will tell her as soon as they return.” 
He stood, letting out a little groan as his back straightened. “I have a gift for you,” he said, walking 
away from me. I followed.
We came to a little tucked-away building at the back of the palace and Kun gestured.
I stood in silence trying to take in what he had done. A small but complete weeping willow tree 
stood before me. Its sturdy trunk was artfully woven from new-cut willow branches, while as it rose 
to a height almost twice that of a man delicate branches fell downward as though trying to touch 
invisible water. But this was no bare winter tree. All along each branch trembled delicate willow 
leaves. Frowning, I approached the tree, squatted down and took one leaf between my fingers. It was 
a tiny scrap of green silk, cut to the shape of a willow leaf and embroidered with its delicate veins, its 
stem bound to the branch with a thread of green silk. I thought of Yan and Chu, their embroidery silks 
around them, delicate fingers adding the final touches to the work of Kun’s calloused hands.
“It is for the room,” said Kun. “As though it grew by the lakeside.”
I looked up at him. “It is beautiful. A work of art, Kun.”
His lined and sun-burnt face creased into a gentle smile.
“How did you know, though?” I asked, standing up. “What was in the room?”
His smile deepened as he hoisted the tree across his shoulders to bring it back to the palace. “What 
else would you paint for her?” he asked.
 
There is a tree in my palace of memories, a softly weeping willow set by the edge of the lake. Its rough 
trunk was woven by a man with a good heart, each tiny silk leaf embroidered with a silent kindness. A 
love that seems impossible can be made possible by such things.
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Two Songbirds in a Cage
The servants have all been changed, at Yan’s strange command. I do not care, I am too weary to mind 
the new faces. I had barely had time to get accustomed to all the extra servants given to me when I 
moved into this palace. I cannot imagine what they find to do all day, but the Emperor’s Mother must 
of course have more servants than anyone could know what to do with. I lie on my bed and try to 
rest, glad to be rid of the endless unsteady rocking of my palanquin on our journey here although Yan 
continues to bustle in and out, carrying cushions and silken coverlets.
“What are you doing?” I finally snap.
Yan only smiles. “Preparing a room.”
“For what? Can’t one of the maids do it? Come and sit by me Yan, fan me a little. It’s stifling in 
here after the mountain air.”
She shakes her head, stubborn as she has always been, determined on her chosen course. I sigh 
and rise, open a window hoping for some sense of the outdoors but there is only my walled courtyard 
garden, a few pots of flowers scattered about, which only serve as a reminder of how little nature is 
allowed here.
Yan is standing behind me when I turn back. “What?”
“Come with me,” she says.
“Where?”
“The receiving hall.”
I make a face. She knows what I think of sitting high on a carved throne in my own home. But she 
has already gone and I follow her, whining like a child. “Can’t I just rest, Yan? What do you need me 
for? Arrange whatever it is however you want it.”
The receiving hall is quiet, there seems to be no-one about. The walls appear to have been altered, 
enclosing the space behind the throne but then half the palace has been moved around and turned 
inside out in my absence so I do not even comment on it until Yan touches the wall with her fingertips 
as though she somehow expects it to move.
“What are you doing?”
But the wall does move, it opens up into a door that was not there a moment ago and Yan disappears 
197
into it. I step after her and gasp.
Beneath a weeping willow tree are piled silken cushions and beyond the cushions… I stand and 
stare while behind me I am faintly aware of Yan closing the hidden door, leaving me alone.
Slowly I sink down onto the cushions, taking my place where Giuseppe wanted me to sit and view 
his masterpiece. For it is his work, I know it at once. A dragonfly skims past my little son’s crouched 
back. Further into the centre of the lake’s rippling surface, beyond his reach or interest, a lotus flower 
opens up its heart to the sun.
 
I sit in the room all day and when sunset comes I call Yan and dispatch her to find Giuseppe before 
the Forbidden City is closed for the night.
“You wish him to come now?” she asks. Dusk is falling and no man must be found within the 
Forbidden City after darkness, on pain of death.
I meet her gaze. I have no secrets from Yan. “Tell him to come to the Garden,” I say. “Tell him I 
will be waiting.”
I know that if the door opens it will be Giuseppe himself who stands there and that he will be here 
because we have both made the same choice. I stand by the panel and rest my hand on it, waiting to 
feel his presence on the other side.
 
“Shining.”
I rose up and followed Yan without challenging the summons, knowing who had sent her. We 
slipped into the Forbidden City’s Inner Court just before darkness fell. As I entered Niuhuru’s palace 
I heard the cry go out across the City to lock up for the night, the warning to any outsider, to any man, 
to leave this place or lose his life if he is found. In all my years serving here, I had obeyed that warning 
without question.
The throne was empty. I had not expected otherwise. I knew that I had not been sent for to receive 
her praise and bow, to murmur a courtier’s thanks. The palace was quiet and Yan slipped silently 
away, leaving me alone in the red-gold light of new-lit lanterns.
I stood by the wall, adorned with a painting of two songbirds in a cage, their feathers almost 
touching. I allowed my palm to rest gently for a moment against the panel. I tried to quiet my breathing, 
to think upon the step I was about to take and yet all I could hear was my own heart’s beat, or perhaps 
that of another.
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They say that the Forbidden City has nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine rooms, one 
room less than the Halls of Heaven.
But here within the walls of my memory palace, there is another, hidden, room, one half-step closer 
to Heaven.
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Author’s Note on History
The Yuan Ming Yuan (Garden of Perfect Brightness) was a pleasure garden over 800 acres in size (300 
hectares). Originally a hunting ground for the Kangxi Emperor, he gave it to his son, Prince Yong, who 
began to develop it as a country estate and who lived there with his consorts and children until he was 
made Emperor.
When Prince Yong became the Yongzheng Emperor he used the Yuan Ming Yuan as his summer 
palace and as a retreat from the Forbidden City and his heavy workload as emperor. He took his duties 
very seriously and died quite young after a short reign, possibly from overwork (he slept only four 
hours a day) and possibly as a result of poisoning from taking an Elixir of Immortality.
The Qianlong Emperor, who had grown up in the Yuan Ming Yuan while his father was still 
a prince, went on to develop the Yuan Ming Yuan into an extraordinary pleasure garden. Full of 
exquisite buildings, miniaturised landscapes, scenes from fairytales, a ‘shopping street’, as well as a 
Western Garden which included a maze, various palaces and a fountain for which he commissioned 
Giuseppe Castiglione as architect, the Yuan Ming Yuan was written about by the Jesuits and other 
foreign visitors to China as being one of the most beautiful and extraordinary landscapes ever seen. 
The grounds were almost half made up of waterways, including large and small lakes and streams, all 
connected together.
The Yuan Ming Yuan was burnt to the ground in 1860 during the Opium Wars. Today there are 
none of the original buildings left, only the stone ruins of the Western palaces (which were made of 
stone unlike the wooden Chinese buildings) remain within the grounds of the park, situated in the 
suburbs of north-west Beijing. It is still an exquisite place to visit and you can find a link to photos of 
my research trip there: just visit the book’s page on my website.
 
Giuseppe Castiglione was born in Milan and trained as a painter from boyhood until nineteen, showing 
great talent. He was recruited by the Jesuit order, who insisted that he should take Jesuit vows and 
commit to living permanently in China, after various previous painters had returned home, annoying 
the Kangxi Emperor. He arrived aged 28, eventually took his vows very late (just after Yongzheng 
took the throne) and did indeed spend his whole life in China, serving three consecutive emperors. It 
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took several years between being recruited and Castiglione reaching China, due to some initial training 
with the Jesuits, followed by a prolonged stay in Portugal (to paint the Portuguese royal family) and 
then the long voyage to China, which I have mostly omitted so as to concentrate on his time in China. 
Castiglione died after fifty-one years in China and his tombstone bears an inscription extolling his 
virtues ordered by the Qianlong Emperor. The Kangxi Emperor named him Lang Shining, as his name 
was difficult for Chinese people to pronounce. He was an expert at trompe l’oeil, which the Chinese 
found an extraordinary effect. Through working with his own styles and Chinese approaches and 
using a combination of Western and Eastern materials, he managed to create a Western-Chinese form 
of painting that is now highly thought of artistically. The Shining Inheritance, by Dr Marco Musillo, 
covers his life and work as well as his artistic legacy.
 
The Emperor’s mother’s real name was recently found to be Zhen Huan, but Niuhuru was her clan 
name and I have used it here because I have used clan names for all the concubines in my stories, 
since many of their personal names are lost. She was the daughter of a fourth-ranked military official. 
Sources from the time remarked that she was very tall and the only surviving portrait of her as an older 
woman shows her with grey eyes. She was made concubine during the Imperial Daughters’ Draft 
to Prince Yong, who at the time was a well-regarded son of the Kangxi Emperor but not the Crown 
Prince. The existing Crown Prince was eventually demoted by his father for dubious sexual practices 
and a lack of seriousness. With over thirty sons, there was a period of considerable rivalry, before 
Prince Yong was eventually made heir, in large part because the Kangxi Emperor had taken a liking to 
Yong’s son, Hongli (later known as Prince Bao and then as the Qianlong Emperor). Niuhuru therefore 
went in her lifetime from being the minor concubine of a prince to being the mother of the Emperor, 
which made her the most important woman at court and the only person to whom even the Emperor 
had to bow. Niuhuru lived until she was eighty-four and her son Qianlong treated her with huge respect 
and care. She was known to chastise him for the overly-lavish celebrations he put on for her birthdays.
 
There is no mention of a romance between Niuhuru and Castiglione, although her son was described 
as ‘filial’ towards Castiglione (a serious obligation in China) and late in life she insisted Castiglione 
accept the honour of being made a Mandarin. They would have known each other for many years as 
both of them spent a great deal of their lives in the Yuan Ming Yuan. I wanted a personal reason for 
Castiglione being the first painter to really try to find a way of creating a bridge between Western and 
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Chinese styles of painting.
 
The Qianlong Emperor went on to have the longest reign in the Qing dynasty and his era was probably 
the height of the dynasty, the last in China’s imperial history.
 
Laura Biondecci was a real woman, the only woman we are currently aware of who joined the Jesuits 
to serve in China as a painter. Castiglione acted as her mentor and some of her works may have been 
attributed to him, including the painting of Guo Feiyan mentioned in the text. She kept a diary in Italian 
all her life, which was only found in the 1980s in the archives of the Southern Church in Beijing. She 
met Guo Feiyan in Beijing and it seems the two had a reciprocal romantic relationship. She painted 
Guo as a Madonna for an altarpiece in the Southern Church, possibly the first Chinese Madonna ever 
painted, although the image was destroyed in a fire.
 
Jean-Denis Attiret’s frustrated outburst is taken directly from one of the many letters he wrote home 
(quoted in The Four Horsemen Ride Again: Portraits of China by J.F. Kearney). His description of the 
Yuan Ming Yuan, an extract of which is included at the start of this book, contributed to a craze for 
Chinese-style gardens in Europe.
 
The Kangxi Emperor’s response to the Papal Bull is quoted verbatim from Dun Jen Li’s 1969 
book, China in Transition, 1517-1911, published by Van Nostrand Reinhold.
 
Lady Fuca died quite young and Qianlong was devastated at her loss: this is covered in my noevlla 
The Consorts.
 
Ula Nara eventually went mad and was banished from court. She died within a year. More of her story 
is told in my novels The Fragrant Concubine and The Cold Palace.
 
More than one Jesuit Missions existed in Beijing, and more than one church, but I wanted to focus 
on Giuseppe’s experience and therefore I have only described St Joseph’s Church (Dong Tang), 
which still exists in Beijing, as does Castiglione’s gravestone in the Zhalan Cemetery, carved with an 
inscription written by Qianlong himself. The Qianlong Emperor gave the most money ever donated 
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by an emperor for a European funeral for Castiglione’s burial and had him posthumously raised to the 
rank of Vice Minister.
 
Maids and eunuchs sometimes married and adopted children.
 
The majority of the artwork referred to exists (with the exception of Castiglione’s fresco of the Garden 
of Eden in chapter one, his first painting of Niuhuru and the final painting of the Yuan Ming Yuan for 
Niuhuru’s ‘hidden’ room) and most of the chapter titles are taken from works of art, both Castiglione’s 
and by other artists. I have altered the timing of when he completed some of the works to suit my own 
needs. The Studio of Exhaustion from Diligent Service was actually Qianlong’s retirement complex 
within the Forbidden City but a lot of the decorative work in his theatre was in Castiglione’s style, 
especially the trompe l’oeil work and the wisteria-covered ceiling.
 
There is a legend that Heaven has 10,000 rooms and that the Forbidden City has 9,999 and a half 
rooms. The half room intrigued me right from the start of planning this novel and so I gave Giuseppe 
the opportunity to create it for Niuhuru.
 
The text of Giuseppe’s vows is taken from the www.JesuitVocations.org website.
 
I have occasionally adjusted the timings of real events to suit my fiction, for example Hongli’s birth 
occurring after Giuseppe’s arrival rather than before.
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Playing in the Garden of Perfect Brightness
Historical fiction as a ‘playframe.’
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‘Is it true? No. Is it false? No, not that either. It is somewhere in between. 
An approximation. A likelihood. A work of possibility.’5
Hannah Kent, author of Burial Rites and The Good People
5  Hannah Kent, How Much Actual History do You Need for a Historical Novel? (20 Sep 
2017) http://lithub.com/author/hannah-kent [accessed 14 Jan 2019]
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Introduction
David Harlan, co-editor of the journal Rethinking History, in a discussion about how historians view 
historical fiction and the genre’s continuing popularity amongst readers, questions why reviewers of 
historical novels ‘almost never (venture) beyond the most obvious questions of factual accuracy.’6 He 
has a point: the genre is a hybrid between the historical record and fiction and yet there seems to be an 
imbalance of power in how it is reviewed or judged, with a strong emphasis on checking for historical 
accuracy and little attention given to the purpose of the fictional aspects that the author has chosen to 
include. I use the word chosen deliberately, because fictional inclusions often seem to be regarded with 
a measure of suspicion and even condemnation, as though the author had simply made a factual error 
in their research. As Salman Rushdie puts it, writing about his deliberate choice to have an unreliable 
narrator in the historical novel Midnight’s Children: ‘I went to some trouble to get things wrong… 
(but readers were)… judging the book not as a novel but as some sort of inadequate reference book 
or encyclopedia.’7 In this thesis, I wish to challenge this attitude, and instead argue that at least equal 
attention should be given to the fictional element within historical fiction and the purpose that it serves 
within the narrative. 
This hybrid genre is a relatively recent combination: the first historical novel as we understand it 
today is generally acknowledged to be Sir Water Scott’s Waverley8, published in 1814. 
Bringing the historical record and fiction together proved difficult for early writers of the genre: 
Manzoni, Tolstoy and Hugo all included large tracts of entirely historical information in their historical 
novels without any attempt to integrate it into their narratives. Manzoni himself wrote Del Romanzo 
Storico (On the Historical Novel) just a few years after his well-received (and now regarded as a 
classic) novel I Promessi Sposi (The Betrothed) 9 was published, in which he decided that the newly-
created genre of historical fiction was already dead because it was impossible to reconcile fact and 
fiction: ‘In short it is a work impossible to achieve satisfactorily, because its premises are inherently 
6  David Harlan, Historical Fiction and the Future of Academic History
7  Salman Rushdie, ‘Errata: Or Unreliable Narration in Midnight’s Children’ in Imaginary Homelands: 
Essays and Criticism, 1981-1991 New Ed edition (England, Granta, 1992) 
8  Walter Scott, Waverley (London, Penguin Classics Reprint edition, 2011, originally published 1814)
9  Alessandro Manzoni, The Betrothed (I Promessi Sposi), translated by Penman, Bruce (London, 
Penguin Classics, New Impression edition 1983. Originally published in 1827)
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contradictory…here precisely is its critical flaw.’ 10
 More recent authors have struggled with the ‘anxiety of authenticity’ identified by Maria 
Margaronis11 in balancing history and fiction, their concerns, whether internal or coming from a fear 
of being judged externally, showing up in their authorial choices as well as what Genette calls the 
paratext12 of their published works.
Historical fiction has not always been well received by some historians, who have roundly criticized 
the genre ever since Leopold Von Ranke ‘pledged to avoid “all imagination” after reading (Scott),’13 
wishing to distance himself and his discipline from any suspicion of inaccuracy. This vehement 
distancing from history as told through fiction began an ongoing and not always constructive debate 
between historians claiming that their work is ‘true’ and authors of historical fiction retorting that their 
work is ‘real’.14 This continues to the present day, with Tudor historian John Guy being quoted in an 
article as being concerned that Hilary Mantel’s version of Tudor history (which he suggested was 
historically inaccurate in its depictions of Thomas More and Anne Boleyn) was being seen as factual:
 
‘“We are starting to get people coming up who want to talk about Thomas Cromwell,” he said, 
and when asked where they have read about him the answer comes back – Mantel. “This blur 
between fact and fiction is troubling,” he said.”’15  
 
Responding to Manzoni’s distressed observation that in historical fiction, ‘fact is not clearly 
distinguished from invention,’16 Jerome de Groot suggests that, rather than be a cause for anxiety, ‘his 
insight that the historical novel is inherently contradictory might to a modern reader suggest something 
interesting rather than be grounds for disapproval.’17 It is precisely this ‘something interesting’ that I 
wish to explore in this thesis. I would like to propose a different way of looking at the play between 
history and fiction that an author creates and, in so doing, to validate and legitimise the combination 
10  Alessandro Manzoni, On the Historical Novel (Del Romanzo Storico) translated by Bermann, Sandra 
(Lincoln NE, University of Nebraska Press, 1984. Originally published in 1850) p.72
11  Maria Margaronis, ‘The Anxiety of Authenticity: Writing Historical Fiction at the End of 
the Twentieth Century’, History Workshop Journal, 65 (2008), pp. 138-160 
12  Gerard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997)
13  James Watt, Contesting the Gothic: Fiction, Genre and Cultural Conflict, 1764-
1832 (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999) p. 154
14  Hayden White, ‘Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and 
Historical Reality’, Rethinking History, vol. 9 (2005), p.147
15  Mark Brown, Students take Hilary Mantel’s Tudor novels as fact, says historian (31st May 2017) https://www.
theguardian.com/books/2017/may/31/students-take-hilary-mantels-tudor-novels-as-fact-hay-festival
16  Manzoni, On the Historical Novel, p.63
17  Jerome de Groot, The Historical Novel, (Oxon, Routledge, 2010b) p.30, my emphasis
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that seems so problematic within the genre and is instead, I would argue, at the very core of what 
makes historical fiction worth reading. To aid in discussing this new approach I have transposed the 
term ‘playframe,’ which emerged from the heritage performance work of Jackson and Kidd,18 into my 
own thoughts on how historical fiction is critiqued. This term, I believe, offers a way to reposition the 
fictional part of the narrative as also being of importance in discussing the impact of the whole text, 
rather than being sidelined or even condemned as simply inaccurate. Instead, we can see the fictional 
element as placed within the framework of a historical setting but able to both enhance and question 
that setting and those historical sources.
 
The complete thesis consists of two parts: a historical novel titled The Garden of Perfect Brightness 
and this academic thesis. Below is a synopsis of the novel, followed by a chapter-by-chapter summary 
of the critical component.
 
 
The Garden of Perfect Brightness 
The Garden of Perfect Brightness is a historical novel, set in the early 1700s in China, during the Qing 
dynasty. It is focused on two main characters: Giuseppe Castiglione, an Italian painter recruited by 
the Jesuits to serve as court painter to the Kangxi Emperor of China and Niuhuru, concubine to Prince 
Yong, one of thirty-five sons of the Emperor. Its primary setting is the Yuan Ming Yuan, the Garden 
of Perfect Brightness. Originally a hunting ground belonging to Kangxi, it was gifted to his son Yong 
(possibly in 1709), who made it his private country estate before the narrative begins. 
The novel focuses on the friendship and a fictional growing romantic feeling between Giuseppe 
and Niuhuru, as Yong rises to become Emperor Yongzheng and Niuhuru becomes the mother of his 
son, the future Qianlong Emperor. Meanwhile Giuseppe is given the task of developing the Yuan Ming 
Yuan into an extraordinary spectacle of flowers and buildings, both Chinese and Western. 
As Niuhuru reluctantly rises from a commoner to the highest ranked woman at court: the Empress 
Dowager, so the Yuan Ming Yuan changes from a simple country retreat to an overly-developed 
wonderland, whilst losing something of itself along the way. At last only Giuseppe’s skills as a painter 
can bring back what was lost – and perhaps offer Niuhuru a place where she can choose her own 
18  Jackson and Kidd (eds), Performing Heritage
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destiny. 
The novel uses alternating chapters offering Castiglione and Niuhuru’s viewpoints as the novel 
progresses. Most of the characters are real people, with the exception of eunuchs and maids, few of 
whom are mentioned as individuals in the historical record. The primary fictional element amongst the 
events related is the romantic feeling between the two main characters. 
The original creative genesis for the series I have written set in China began when I encountered 
a brief mention of the legend of the Fragrant Concubine in the travelogue China Road written by Rob 
Gifford.19 I found the discrepancies in the two versions of it puzzling: one tells the romantic story of 
a concubine who is homesick but then falls in love with the Emperor and lives happily ever after; the 
other casts the concubine as a rebel warrior from a conquered land who keeps daggers in her sleeves 
and wants to kill the Emperor, ultimately being pushed into suicide by the Emperor’s mother. I wrote 
a novel centered around the variations and, once I had researched the Qing court of the eighteenth 
century, found myself drawn to write more about other characters with whom Consort Rong (the 
real-life ‘fragrant concubine’) interacted. Giuseppe Castiglione featured in the book as an old man and 
I had the thought of returning to his youth and his decision to serve in China. This initial idea was then 
confirmed when I read a doctoral thesis on Castiglione by Dr Marco Musillo,20 which showed that, 
rather than being a Jesuit who became a painter, he was in fact a painter who became a Jesuit in order 
to serve at the Qing court, which to me suggested a more interesting character arc.
 
 
Playing in the Garden of Perfect Brightness
Chapter One, The Origins of Playframe, introduces the central concept used in this thesis. Here I 
propose that the fictional element of historical fiction can in fact be seen as a ‘playframe’, an idea 
transposed from Jackson and Kidd’s heritage performance work21 (their own notion of ‘playframe’ 
19  Rob Gifford, China Road: One Man’s Journey into the Heart of Modern China (New York, Random House, 2007)
20  Marco Musillo, Bridging Europe and China: The Professional Life of Giuseppe 
Castiglione (1688-1766) (PhD, University of East Anglia, 2006)
21  Jackson and Kidd, Performing Heritage. 
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comes to us by way of education22 and theatre). What emerged from Jackson and Kidd’s work was the 
idea of a ‘playframe’ created between the actors and the audience when exploring the history thrown 
up by the heritage site in which they found themselves:
 
‘Our respondents evidenced a willingness to suspend their disbelief and engage playfully with 
the ‘past’ on offer; the museum as a ‘playframe’ becomes apparent.’23
 
Their finding that the juxtaposition between a historical setting and fiction allowed for playful 
engagement with the past resonated with me as it felt very similar to the effect created within historical 
fiction: the exploration of what author of historical fiction Hannah Kent calls ‘work(s) of possibility’,24 
and idea to which I will return later. 
 
In Chapter Two, Historians: from Separation to Tentative Collaboration, I address the changing 
relationship between historians and historical fiction: from a fiercely guarded separation to the 
sometimes reluctant acknowledgement of shared processes and the possible strengths of historical 
fiction. More recent works on this subject point to the possibility of a more collaborative future, at 
least by some historians. Hayden White25, Keith Jenkins26, Richard Carroll27, Beverley Southgate28, 
Richard Slotkin29, and many others have taken part in this debate.
 
Chapter Three, Authors: from Anxiety of Authenticity to Playfulness, shows a parallel historical 
22  Academics writing in this field include:
• Zayda Sierra, ‘Play for Real: Understanding Middle School Children’s 
Dramatic Play’, Youth Theatre Journal, 14 (2000), pp.1-12
• Jerome S. Bruner, ‘Nature and Uses of Immaturity’, American Psychologist, vol. 27 no.8 (1972), pp. 
687-708 https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fh0033144 [accessed 21 Jan 2019]
• Jennifer Coates, ‘Talk in a Play Frame: More on Laughter and Intimacy’, Journal of Pragmatics, vol. 39 (2007), pp.29-49
• Inge Bretherton, Symbolic Play, (USA, Academic Press, 1984)
• Inge Bretherton, ‘Pretense: The Form and Function of make-Believe Play’, Developmental Review, vol. 9 issue 4 
(1989), pp. 383-401 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0273229789900361 [accessed on 21 Jan 2019]
23  Kidd, Jenny, ‘Performing the knowing archive: heritage performance and authenticity’ 
in International Journal of Heritage Studies, vol. 17, (2011) pp.22-35
24  Kent, How Much Actual History do You Need for a Historical Novel?
25  Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-century Europe. (USA, 
John Hopkins University, 40th anniversary ed. 2014. Originally published 1973).
26  Keith Jenkins, Re-Thinking History, 2004 Taylor & Francis ed. (London, Routledge, 1991) 
27  Richard J. Carroll, ‘The Trouble with History and Fiction’, M/C Journal, v. 14, n. 3, may (2011) http://
journal.media-culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/372 [accessed Nov 29, 2016]
28  Beverley Southgate, History: What and Why? Ancient, Modern, and Postmodern Perspectives, (Oxon, Routledge, 2nd ed. 2001)
• ---, ‘“Humani Nil Alienum”: The Quest for ‘Human Nature’, in Manifestos for History, ed. 
by Jenkins, Keith, Morgan, Sue and Munslow, Alan, (Oxon, Routledge, 2007)
• ---, History Meets Fiction. (Oxon, Routledge, 2009)
29  Richard Slotkin, ‘Fiction for the Purposes of History’, Rethinking History, vol. 9 (2005), pp. 221-236
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trajectory of authors of historical fiction, from awkward initial attempts to combine history and fiction, 
to a growing and sometimes immobilising anxiety of authenticity identified by Margaronis.30 This 
anxiety is possibly linked to fears of the judgment of historians (including a post-modern attempt 
to acknowledge the difficulty of this balancing act), however authors such as Hilary Mantel31, Sarah 
Waters32, Hannah Kent18, Colson Whitehead33 and more have perhaps reached a point where they 
might be ready to own the space in which they play. 
 
Chapter Four, Authors at Play, explores examples of playframe in the work of various authors and how 
a playframe might manifest itself. It also considers whether there might be a spectrum of play, ranging 
from absolute adherence to the historical record all the way to a fiction that goes beyond realism in its 
attempts to play with the past.
 
In Chapter Five, Playing in the Garden of Perfect Brightness, I use my own work in progress for the 
creative component of this thesis as well as referring back to previous works in a personal reflection 
on my developing use of playframe.  
 
In Chapter Six, Games as yet Unplayed, I consider possible opportunities for further study linked to 
some of the concepts and ideas raised in this thesis.
 
Finally, in Chapter Seven, Ending the Game, I include material on the reception of the novel and thesis.
 
The critical concept developed during my reading in the first year. I came across the ‘playframe’ concept 
in Jackson and Kidd’s work,34 whose thoughts on the increased audience engagement found when 
combining a historical setting (the frame) with a fictional exploration (the play) of the past strongly 
resonated with my thoughts around the hybrid nature of historical fiction and how it is frequently 
critiqued in what I feel is an unbalanced way, focusing almost exclusively on historical accuracy with 
30  Margaronis, ‘The Anxiety of Authenticity’ 
31  Hilary Mantel, The Reith Lectures, (BBC Radio, 2017, 5 episodes)
32  Katharine Harris, ‘“Part of the Project of that Book was Not to be Authentic”: Neo-Historical Authenticity and 
its Anachronisms in Contemporary Historical Fiction’, Rethinking History, vol. 21 (2017), pp. 193-212
33  David Bianculli, Interview with Colson Whitehead: ‘Colson Whitehead’s “Underground Railroad” is 
A Literal Train to Freedom’. (NPR Radio, 18 Nov 2016) https://www.npr.org/2016/11/18/502558001/
colson-whiteheads-underground-railroad-is-a-literal-train-to-freedom [accessed on 21st Jan 2019]
34  Jackson and Kidd (eds), Performing Heritage 
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little interest in the deliberate fictional choices of the author. 
 
To conclude this chapter I would like to clarify three key definitions of words that I will be using 
throughout the text. 
First, what is ‘historical fiction’? One could give a simple answer (‘fiction set in the past’, although 
this would of course also cover most fiction that is set in a past tense) but in fact there are a number of 
definitions used by various writers on the subject. Amy Elias summarises Avron Fleishman, who offers:
 
‘Seven criteria for a historical novel: it is set approximately forty to sixty years in the past; it has 
a plot that includes a number of real historical events, particularly those in the public sphere; 
it has at least one real historical character; it has a realistic background for the action; it has a 
value and a meaning that stands in some relation to the reader’s “habitual demand for truth”: it 
provokes or conveys, by “imaginative sympathy, the sentiment de l’existence,” the feeling of 
how it was to be alive in another age; it uses the universals of literature (for example the modes 
of romance, satire, tragedy and comedy) to interpret the course of historical man’s career.’35
 
I find this list perhaps too long and a little prescriptive in nature. I would argue, for example, that 
‘forty years in the past’ will not actually seem like historical fiction to a reader who is eighty years’ old 
and that I have read some very good historical novels in which all the main characters are fictional. 
Interestingly, Fleishman does not seem to require that either the historical events or characters should 
be accurate. 
I do agree with Margaret Atwood who considers historical fiction to be a fictional narrative that is 
set in a period before the author was born:
 
‘When is the past old enough to be considered historic? Well, roughly, I suppose you could say 
it’s anything before the time at which the novel-writer came to consciousness. That seems fair 
enough.’36 
 
So, therefore, not written from first hand experience but which has had to be researched, as I believe 
35  Amy J. Elias, Sublime Desire History and Post-1960s Fiction (Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, 2001) p. 88
36  Margaret Atwood, ‘In Search of “Alias Grace”: On Writing Canadian Historical 
Fiction’, American Historical Review, vol.103 issue 5, (1998), p.1510
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that this distance from the era is a key part of the experience of both writing and reading historical 
fiction. Of course, Atwood’s definition focuses on the writer, not the reader. Therefore, a twenty-year 
old writer could write historical fiction which covers a period of history that a fifty year old writer 
would have lived through and might not regard as historical in quite the same way as an era further 
back in time, just as in my point about Fleishman’s definition above, even though it is equally true that 
five minutes ago is also historical. Because of this, Atwood’s definition is very broad, covering quite 
a lot of novels that might not be classed as historical at all. But the distance between the author and 
their material does resonate with me as an author. In theatre, there is a concept developed by Brecht, 
referred to as the distancing/alienation/estrangement effect37, in which the performance in some way 
hinders the audience from simply identifying with characters, instead obliging them to consider more 
consciously what is being said/done and whether they accept or reject this. An example might be 
breaking the ‘fourth wall’ by speaking directly to the audience, or the recent RSC production of The 
Taming of the Shrew,38 which used gender reversed casting to draw attention to the imbalance of power 
being portrayed. This distance from a historical period, I think, forces the author to undertake research 
and consider whether what they are reading is accurate in a way that writing about a period one has 
lived through would not necessarily require.
I would also expect historical fiction to be grounded in its chosen era, that is, bound by its locations, 
real-life characters used in the fiction, the historical events going on around it (large or small) and the 
norms of behaviour of the era. This discounts those narratives that are mere costume drama: using a 
few historical trappings but with a story which could easily be transferred to any other location and 
time with little consequence. 
Amy Elias herself defines a historical novel as having three key characteristics: 
 
‘(1) specific historical detail, featured prominently, is crucial to plot or character development 
or some experimental representation of these narrative attributes; (2) a sense of history 
informs all facets of the fictional construct…; and (3) this sense of history emerges from and is 
constructed by the text itself and requires the text to participate in and differentiate itself from 
other discourses of various generic kinds that attempt to give a name to history.’39
 
37  John Willett, ed. and trans., Brecht on Theatre (New York, Hill and Wang, 1964), p.91.
38  Royal Shakespeare Company, The Taming of the Shrew, 2019 production
39  Elias, Sublime Desire p.4-5
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This focus on the specificity of detail and the ‘sense’ of history leads me on to another word which gets 
used a great deal in any discussion in historical fiction and will require some definition: authenticity.
 
Within this text I have chosen to use the word ‘accurate’ whenever possible in personal preference to 
the term ‘authentic,’ which is frequently used when discussing historical fiction. I have chosen not to 
use the term authentic (other than when quoting directly from texts which make use of it) because I 
find it to be a word with too many meanings, most of them implied rather than defined, to be useful. 
Generally, authentic is used to imply not only accuracy (for example, emperors of China dressed 
themselves as opposed to monarchs in Europe who were mainly dressed by servants) but also in the 
poorly-defined sense that the historical era as a whole has been rendered in such a way that the reader 
finds it credible. Author of historical fiction Deborah Swift40 suggests it might be better known as 
‘emotional accuracy’ and indeed Fleishman’s ‘feeling of how it was to be alive in another age’41 is 
probably closer to what many people mean when they use the word. It is a definition I would be more 
comfortable with: although I have never been to Georgian Bath, I am still made uncomfortably aware 
from novels set in the period that, for example, my class and marriageability would probably be the 
key points of interest around me as a woman and that I would be bound by certain norms of behaviour 
specific to the age.  
Harris points out that the word ‘authentic’ in our wider culture has almost entirely lost any meaning 
at all:
 
‘The term “authentic” is now in very broad use, being associated with food (clean eating, 
“authentic” national cuisines), health (wellness, “natural” therapies), advertising and brand 
logos (especially sportswear), tourism and, as Steven Poole (2013)42 writes, “indie cafés[s] or 
Beyonce’s lip-syncing […]” Even Marks & Spencer’s men’s underwear is branded “authentic.” 
Some of these uses are long standing, others are more recent, but the ubiquity of the term 
is striking.’43
 
40  Swift, Deborah, ‘Feigning Accuracy,’ (20 Jan 2018) http://www.deborahswift.com/2018/01/20/
historical-fiction-10-editing-tips-no-10-feigning-accuracy [accessed 23 Jan 2019]
41  Elias, Sublime Desire, p.88
42  Steven Poole, ‘Why are we so obsessed with the pursuit of authenticity?’, New Statesman (7 March 2013) https://www.
newstatesman.com/culture/culture/2013/03/why-are-we-so-obsessed-pursuit-authenticity [accessed 22 March 2019]
43  Harris, Part of the Project of that Book was Not to be Authentic, p. 195
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Returning to historical fiction, then, when a reader asks, ‘is it authentic?’ of a historical novel, generally 
what they mean is ‘is it true/accurate?’ To the former question, an author may well struggle to answer, 
as the reader’s use of the word authentic does not entirely clarify their meaning. To the latter question, 
specifying accuracy, an author can generally answer with examples of where they have stayed true 
to historical record or deviated from it (and why), as well as whether they feel they have remained 
true to the ‘spirit’ of an era, for example in choosing to use terminology such as the n-word in a slave 
narrative, which is offensive now but was in common parlance at the time and which arguably gives a 
more emotionally accurate sense of the era. Slave narratives and oral histories of the time use the word 
frequently as a matter of course, indicating its use in everyday language, so to not use it would in fact 
be historically inaccurate. 
Diana Wallace44 suggests that historical fiction achieves ‘authenticity’ by staying true to the 
reader’s expectations of an era. But I find this desire to fulfill a reader’s expectations worrying. 
Professor Anthony Jackson of Manchester University says that ‘you should not just give the audience 
(of museum/heritage-based drama) what they think they want, you should startle them,’ 45 which holds 
true for many aspects of history and in particular those authors who may be trying to write in the gaps 
left in the official historical record. Sarah Waters, who ‘startles’ us with lesbian romantic stories set in 
(our perceived) sexually repressed Victorian era, said that ‘part of the project of that book (Tipping the 
Velvet) was not to be authentic’46 (my emphasis). 
Our expectations of an era can be biased because of the official history we have been exposed to or 
simply erroneous as well as culturally-bound. This without even taking into consideration the obvious 
point that historical ‘facts’ are constantly changing: see the recent discovery that an early Briton, 
Cheddar Man, was in fact dark-skinned rather than, as had been previously thought, light-skinned47.
In my own works, set in China in the 1700s, I have deliberately challenged the commonly-presented 
idea that all the concubines within the Forbidden City were at each other’s throats in jealous rages, 
preferring to show different characters choosing their own paths within the narrow confines of their 
imperial lives. This, in part, is because China was a polygamous culture and I found it unlikely that 
women who fully expected to be co-wives would be quite so distressed when this came to pass. 
44  Diana Wallace, The Women’s Historical Novel: British Women Writers, 1900-2000 (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2005)
45  Anthony Jackson, personal conversation. (2017)
46  Harris, Part of the Project of that Book was Not to be Authentic, p. 197
47  Hannah Devlin, ‘First modern Britons had ‘dark to black’ skin, Cheddar Man DNA analysis reveals’, 
The Guardian (7 Feb 2018) https://www.theguardian.com/science/2018/feb/07/first-modern-britons-
dark-black-skin-cheddar-man-dna-analysis-reveals [accessed on 11 March 2019] 
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Regarding specificity of historical detail, I have also always been obliged to somehow insert the fact 
that the ruling members of the Qing (Ch’ing) dynasty era in which my novels are set were Manchu, an 
ethnically different group from the Han Chinese people over whom they ruled. The Manchus forbade 
foot binding. No Manchu women had bound feet and there were repeated attempts to stop the Han 
Chinese population from continuing the practice. Therefore, within my world of imperial concubines, 
no woman has bound feet: any woman arriving for the Imperial Daughters’ Draft (when Manchu 
women from across the empire were selected for marriage to the imperial family) with bound feet 
would have been sent home in disgrace and her family would have been fined. Given that very, very 
few readers of my novels would know this, should I meet their expectations and present foot-bound 
concubines to achieve ‘authenticity’ and in doing so completely sacrifice historical accuracy? Such 
a choice would be absurd. Therefore, within this piece I have chosen to use the words ‘accuracy/
accurate’ whilst acknowledging that within this may also be encoded a desire for the ‘feeling’ of an era 
to be transmitted as well as its historical correctness. Indeed, I would suggest that if a novel is fully 
grounded in its era it will be both accurate and achieve this sense of immersion in the period for the 
reader. Having considered all these points, then, I do find ‘accuracy’ to be a clearer term, which avoids 
the unhelpful vagaries or potentially unrealistic expectations of ‘authenticity’. 
 
 
Finally, because of my use of the words ‘play’ and ‘playframe’ throughout this text, I need to clarify 
that play does not refer to only playful things. Some texts that I use (for example works on slavery 
or the Holocaust) might not sound like ‘play’, since they deal with some serious issues but this is in 
large part because of our cultural notion that play cannot be serious and our tendency to dismiss play 
as synonymous with childish, foolish, not serious or trivial. Richard Schechner mentions ‘…the deep-
seated Western bias against play. From Plato to the Puritans, the playful has been considered frivolous, 
unimportant and even sinful.’48 Looking back on the origins of the ‘playframe’ notion in education, we 
can see that actually play, for children, is a crucial way of developing as a person: to explore the world 
around us, our own place in it, work through minor fears or confusions and even highly traumatic 
events safely. Bretheron, writing about children’s play, reminds us that,
 
48  Richard Schechner, Performance Studies: An Introduction, 3rd ed. (London, Routledge, 2013) p.112
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‘It goes without saying that in speaking of “games” of make-believe we must disavow any 
implication that they are mere frivolity. Children’s games serve purposes far more significant 
than that of keeping them happy and out of mischief. It is generally recognized, I believe, 
that such games – and imaginative activities generally – do indeed, as their prevalence 
suggests, have a profound role in our efforts to cope with our environment. Children in the 
Auschwitz concentration camp played a game called “going to the gas chamber.”49 Some 
may be horrified at the thought of treating such a tragic matter so lightly. But this “game” is 
probably regarded as an earnest attempt by the participants to comprehend and come to grips 
with their terrible situation. In “playing” it they were, I suspect, facing the reality of genocide 
with utmost seriousness.’50
 
Perhaps this is why authors of traumatic fiction (particularly those who are post-witness) sometimes 
resort to the use of magic and fables, a notion that I will explore later on when we come to consider 
Holocaust fiction. 
49  Iona Opie and Peter Opie, Children’s Games in Street and Playground, (Oxford, 
Oxford University Press First Edition edition 1969), p.331
50  Bretherton, Symbolic Play, p. 12
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1: The Origins of Playframe
The original notion of a playframe evolved both from the fields of education and theatre. In education,51 
many scholars have studied how human children create playframes in which to safely experience 
situations or feelings as well as exploring such things as roles and hierarchies. The playframes are 
clearly set out by participants (a child may say ‘let’s play dragons’ and another child may either agree 
to the game proposed or revise the shape of the playframe by saying, for example, ‘yes, but they are 
friendly dragons.’) and observers have noticed children working through, for example, past situations 
which they have found difficult or future situations about which they might be excited or feel daunted. 
They will also carry out tasks they have seen around them such as driving cars, looking after babies, 
doing a job, etc. For academics in the field of education, the use of a playframe by small children 
is a crucial tool in developing their understanding of the world around them and for their personal, 
emotional and social development. 
Within theatre, O’Neill (1995)52 pointed out that the use of improvisation also traditionally makes 
use of the childlike playframe, where actors will make ‘offers’, e.g. (my example) ‘Hello, is that the 
Hippo Shop?’ which need to be accepted by their fellow actors ‘Yes, are you calling to purchase a 
hippo or rent one?’ in order for the improvisation to work well. Again, the playframe can be modified 
by the other actors ‘I’m so sorry, the Hippo Shop shut down. We now do dragonflies, can I interest you 
in those?’ but the dynamic is often similar: allowing actors to try out feelings, roles and situations in 
a free-flowing and unstructured interaction. The exploratory nature of a playframe can be useful for 
actors in developing characters, themes or plotlines. 
Between July 2005 and November 2008 the Arts and Humanities Research Council UK (AHRC) 
funded a research project called ‘Performance, Learning and Heritage.’ This project was headed up by 
Professor Anthony Jackson of Manchester University and Dr Jenny Kidd of City University, London. 
51  Scholars writing in this field include:
• Zayda Sierra, ‘Play for Real: Understanding Middle School Children’s 
Dramatic Play’, Youth Theatre Journal, 14 (2000), pp.1-12
• Jerome S. Bruner, ‘Nature and Uses of Immaturity’, American Psychologist, vol. 27 no.8 (1972), pp. 
687-708 https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fh0033144 [accessed 21 Jan 2019]
• Jennifer Coates, ‘Talk in a Play Frame: More on Laughter and Intimacy’, Journal of Pragmatics, vol. 39 (2007), pp.29-49
• Inge Bretherton, Symbolic Play, Academic Press ed 2014 (USA, Academic Press, 1984)
• Inge Bretherton, ‘Pretense: The Form and Function of make-Believe Play’, Developmental Review, vol. 9 issue 4 
(1989), pp. 383-401 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0273229789900361 [accessed on 21 Jan 2019]
52  Cecily O’Neill, Drama Worlds: A Framework for Process Drama, (USA Heinemann 1995)
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Its purpose was to ‘undertake research into the increasing and varied use being made of performance 
(theatre and other drama-based activity) as an interpretive tool and a medium of learning for visitors 
to museums and historic sites.’53 The project eventually gave rise to a book, Performing Heritage, with 
contributions from a wide range of academics and practitioners of theatre and heritage.
During the Performance, Learning and Heritage project, it became apparent that what the team 
referred to as a ‘playframe’ was being created between the heritage setting/objects, the performers and 
the audience. 
 
‘It was one of the major findings of the research project that performance often helped visitors 
come to a more intricate understanding of the past and the complexities inherent to the particular 
subject matter… Our respondents evidenced a willingness to suspend their disbelief and engage 
playfully with the ‘past’ on offer; the museum as a ‘playframe’ becomes apparent.’ 54
 
Rather than the heritage location or objects being seen as having all the answers, they were instead 
seen as a starting point, a framework, for engaging with and questioning the past as well as a different 
way of engaging with the past. In this way heritage can become what Laurajane Smith refers to as a 
process 55 rather than a collection of things and places. Heritage settings which use a fictional element 
to recreate the past have, I believe, a strong common link to historical fiction and I would suggest that 
readers come to historical fiction to find the same combination of a historical setting/framework and a 
fictional element that allows for a playful engagement with the past, what Roberts refers to when she 
talks about heritage settings using recreations of the past:
 
‘For many, the experience of strolling through a simulated Polynesian village is far more 
visceral and evocative than that of gazing at an authentic, unadorned artifact behind glass.’56
 
The use of a playframe then, in a heritage setting with a performance element, allowed audiences and 
actors to attempt to experience and consider roles and events from the past: how they might have felt 
53  Anthony Jackson and Jenny Kidd, (eds), Performing Heritage (Manchester: Manchester Univ. Press, 2011) p.249
54  Jenny Kidd, (2011). ‘Performing the knowing archive: heritage performance and 
authenticity’ in International Journal of Heritage Studies, vol. 17, (2011) p.6
55  Laurajane Smith, The Uses of Heritage. (London, Routledge, 2006)
56  Lisa C. Roberts, From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum 
(Washington and London, Smithsonian Institution Press, 1997) p. 102
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if they had been there, the realities versus the official record and so on.  For example, the use of a 
performance called This Accursed Thing57, focused on slavery, obliged audiences to acknowledge more 
than one narrative within the same history. When, having followed with sympathy the story of a slave 
and ‘acted’ as members of an Abolitionist meeting, they were then faced with a compelling account 
from a slave trader, whose own narrative (carefully created and rehearsed to withstand considerable 
criticism) frustrated the audience’s questions and ethical objections, they were put in a position which 
forced them to at least consider the viewpoints of other, less ‘acceptable’ narrators. 
 
I would like to propose that the notion of a playframe can readily be taken from the heritage performance 
setting and applied to the historical novel. Here we can consider some elements that the two have 
in common.
A historical setting. In the case of the heritage location, this could be a museum or heritage site, 
which is made up of a number of historical items (museum displays or historical buildings) and 
provides a certain level of authenticity. With a historical novel, commonly the most accurate element 
of the book will be the setting, which authors who take a reasonable level of care with their research 
can generally claim is accurate to the period.
A ‘contract’ between the author/performer and reader/audience. Professor Jackson identifies this 
element in performing in a heritage situation as follows: 
 
‘…there does indeed seem to be a kind of unwritten contract on offer to the visitor – if you 
agree to participate, by implication you give licence to the actors (within reason) to take you 
on their metaphorical (sometimes actual) journey through time and space.’58 
 
This, I would argue, is similar to the ‘unwritten contract’ that exists between a reader and an author: 
by choosing a historical novel (rather than, say, a history textbook), the reader is agreeing to visit a 
fictionalised version of the past. As an extension of the ‘contract’, Jackson further notes that,
 
‘at the end, a 10-15min de-briefing took place at which the audience were able to ask questions 
57  Anthony Jackson, ‘Engaging the Audience: Negotiating Performance in the Museum’, in Performing Heritage, 
ed. by Anthony Jackson and Jenny Kidd (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2012) p.19
58  Anthony Jackson, ‘Engaging the Audience: Negotiating Performance in the Museum’, in Performing Heritage, 
ed. by Anthony Jackson and Jenny Kidd (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2012) p.15
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of the actors again out of role – about the performance, the research and of course the subject 
matter of slavery and the slave trade.’59 
 
This compares very closely to the end matter in many historical novels, where the author frequently 
lists which elements of the narrative have been accurate to source materials and which were created 
for fictional purposes (a kind of ‘terms and conditions’ or ‘small print’ for the contract between author 
and reader), as well as often including items such as an interview with the author which details their 
approach to research, inspiration for the story, etc. It is also noticeable that when this unwritten contract 
is ‘broken’, readers feel aggrieved: witness the annoyance of many readers when the end matter of 
Memoirs of a Geisha, by Arthur Golden60, revealed that the book was in fact a novel and not based on 
a true story.
There is of course both an author/performer and a reader/audience involved in both and there is 
an interaction between these two. With live performance the audience may more directly seem to 
affect the experience through asking particular questions unique to that performance or in how they 
take part in audience participation sections, but equally a reader also brings their own experiences 
and expectations to a text and therefore may read the text in a different way to that envisioned by the 
original author.
Both heritage performance and historical fiction are of course fiction. No matter how well researched 
either is, the whole point of their existence is to use fiction to explore the past. Neither could or would 
claim to be wholly factual.
Similar to the historian/historical fiction debate, a debate continues regarding heritage vs. heritage 
performance. Jenny Kidd61, the second key academic on the Performing, Learning and Heritage 
project, notes that heritage performance has been seen as ‘troublingly and crassly fictionalising’ by 
Hewison (1987)62 and ‘an increased trend towards cultural tourism... incompatible with historical 
veracity (according to Laenen, 198963).’ Meanwhile other academics have weighed in to point out 
that even the objects chosen for display in a heritage site such as a museum are, after all, chosen by 
59  Jackson, Engaging the Audience, p.14
60  Arthur Golden, Memoirs of a Geisha, New Ed edition (London, Vintage, 1998)
61  Kidd, Performing the knowing archive
62  Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry (London, Methuen, 1987)
63  M. Laenen, ‘Looking for the Future Through the Past’ in Uzzell, David, 1989 
(ed) Heritage Interpretation (London, Belhaven, 1989)
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‘fallible and culturally influenced humans’ (Hein, 1998: 15164, also Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, 199865 
and Samuel, 199466). This without even making the key point that after all, ‘Authenticity is not then 
an inherent quality of an object or experience but something ascribed to it. (Rubridge, 199567).’ This 
debate sounds so familiar that, with only a few words and names transcribed, it could easily relate to 
historians and historical fiction, as I will cover in Chapter Three. 
 
The ongoing debate between historians accusing historical fiction authors of a lack of historical 
authenticity/accuracy and historical fiction authors accusing historians of themselves using a narrative 
and of their work being dry and failing to engage the reader seems to me to be unhelpful and 
unconstructive. Unlike the more positive relationship between scientists and authors of science fiction, 
where both sides frequently acknowledge a debt to the other in inspiring new ideas68, historians appear 
to continue to distance themselves from authors of historical fiction. 
A novel being a work of fiction means that elements of the story will be made up (not even the most 
ardent research by an author can result, say, in a conversation that happened between two people alone 
in a room being accurately replicated) and yet, if the reader has accepted the ‘unwritten contract’, in 
choosing a novel rather than a history book, then the experience should be one of playful engagement 
and exploration rather than exclusively interrogating for accuracy. James Bradburne says that: ‘The 
museum does not have all the answers. The museum plays a potentially far more important role… it 
has questions.’69 I would argue that the same is true of the historical novel. Author Karen Lord, who 
uses folklore in her fiction says, ‘Fiction is the playground of your what-ifs, where questions get more 
mileage than certainties, and exploration is not only allowed but essential.’70 
 
I should perhaps also cover why I would choose to appropriate the term ‘playframe’ from a different 
field of study than my own. There are, after all, theorists and theories from literature that have explored 
some similar ideas and it could be argued that I could have used one of them instead. 
64  George E. Hein, Learning in the Museum. (London, Routledge, 1998)
65  Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, Destination culture: tourism, museums & 
heritage. (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1998)
66  Raphael Samuel, Theatres of Memory: Past & Present in Contemporary Culture. (London, Verso, 1994)
67  S. Rubridge, ‘Does Authenticity Matter? The case for and against authenticity in the performing arts’ in Campbell, P. 
Analysing Performance: interpretations, issues, ideologies. (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1995)
68  Paige Brown, ‘A Mobius Strip of Scientific Imagination’, EMBO Reports, vol. 14 no.11 (2013), pp. 959-963 https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/257647344_A_Mobius_strip_of_scientific_imagination [accessed 21 Jan 2019]
69  James M. Bradburne, ‘Museums and the Poverty of Nations’, in Heritage and Museums: Shaping National 
Identity, 2014 Routledge edition, ed. by J.M. FLadmark (Aberdeen, Donhead Publishing, 2000)
70  Karen Lord, ‘What is/What if’ in VanderMeer, Jeff, Wonderbook (New York, Abrams Image, 2013), p.27
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Aristotle, commenting on the already-perceived differences between historians and poets, was clear 
that in the balance between historical fact and (fictional) poetry, it was the fiction that he considered 
superior, suggesting that poetry contained universal truths rather than a specific set of facts pertaining 
only to the occasion when they occurred:
 
‘…the poet’s job is not relating what actually happened, but rather the kind of thing that would 
happen… For this reason poetry is more philosophical and more serious that history; poetry 
utters universal truths, history particular statements. The universal truths concern what befits a 
person of a certain kind to say or do in accordance with probability and necessity – and that is 
the aim of poetry, even if it makes use of proper names.’71
 
Erich Auerbach’s work Mimesis72 reflected on how reality was depicted in fiction and covers a 
very wide range of texts in great detail. His work is highly regarded when looking at analysing on a 
text-by-text basis and in comparing one specific text with another, but Auerbach was also criticised for 
not offering an overarching theory on how reality might be depicted in fiction. I believe trying to apply 
Auerbach’s analysis to a whole genre would have proven difficult, since his work is most illuminating 
when considering authors on an individual basis.
Harold Bloom73 wrote extensively about the ‘anxiety of influence’, in relation to poetry, the 
authorial anxiety and indeed inevitability of being influenced by the work of previous poets: whether 
by taking on something of their work, misunderstanding it or rebelling against it. He went so far as 
to define six ways in which this influence might take form, his ‘Six Revisionary Ratios.’ His work, 
however, does somewhat insist on the influence being troubling and causing of anxiety, rather than, 
as could also be argued, the influence and interaction possibly being positive, playful or enabling of 
new art.
Developing Bloom’s thoughts into a feminist theory of ‘anxiety of authorship’ were Gilbert and 
Gubar,74 who posited that female authors would find themselves creatively shackled by the perception 
that writing was a male occupation, lacking sufficient female authorial role models to emulate. I did 
71  Aristotle, Poetics, translated by Anthony Kenny for Oxford World Classics edition, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2013)
72  Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, translated by 
Willard R. Trask, first published in 1946, (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2003)
73  Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry, (New York, Oxford University Press, 1973)
74  Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: the Woman Writer and the 
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1979)
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not really feel that this was as much of an issue in historical fiction as the genre has a high percentage 
of female writers. 
To my mind, all of these have a great deal in common with the anxiety of authenticity that I have 
already used in this thesis, in that all of them relate to a negative emotion (an anxiety) within or 
judgement over the authorial process. This fear is either interior to the author for some reason (for 
example a personal sense of responsibility to the characters being portrayed) or external to them, for 
example the expectation or fear that they or their work are to be judged and found wanting for failing 
to meet some pre-determined expectation, for example, accuracy in relation to the historical record. 
Even Aristotle, coming down in favour of the poet, is dividing the two into ‘us and them’ in a way that 
has percolated down the centuries and continues to negatively influence our perceptions of this debate 
today. I felt that anxiety of authenticity most closely matched what clearly shows up as an issue for 
authors in the particular genre of historical fiction, but I also felt that there was a need for a response to 
it, a different way of looking at the dynamic between the two elements of the hybrid, one that did not 
rely on a negative emotion. I have of course drawn on some literary critics (White, Genette, etc.) but I 
felt that the concept of playframe brought with it a more original way of thinking about this dynamic .
I wanted to propose a more positive concept, an approach to this hybrid genre that gave equal 
weighting to both sides, which expected accuracy and diligence during historical research but also 
allowed for the author to be given the freedom to pursue more than just historical accuracy. Perhaps 
a playful dialogue with the past, as in the work of Ventriloquists, the ‘work of possibility’ entered 
into by Mosaic-Makers or even the freedom to abandon the historical record altogether in pursuit of a 
particular concept, such as the Magicians claim for themselves. For me, the ‘playframe’ offered such a 
concept: both respectful of the historical record’s frame but also of the author’s need to play, a hybrid 
name and concept for a hybrid genre.
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2: Historians: from Separation to Tentative 
Collaboration 
In this chapter, I intend to consider the response of historians to historical fiction. The relationship 
has not always been a positive one, as I will show, but part of this has to do with the way in which 
historians themselves have viewed their own profession and how changes in that perspective have 
affected the relationship between historians and writers of historical fiction.  
Between them, Beverley Southgate75 and Andreas Boldt76 usefully offer a swift overview of the 
developing position of historians from Classical times to the nineteenth century. 
As we have seen Aristotle (384-322 BC) distinguished between history and poetry, saying that 
‘the one (history) relates what has been, the other (poetry) what might be.’77 but also considered poetry 
as superior to history because it was concerned with universal truths which were applicable at any 
moment in time rather than specific events from one or more eras. 
The cultural context of a widespread belief both in God/creation and therefore there being a past 
reality which could be ‘discovered’ and written up also shaped early historians’ view of their work 
and wider purpose. Southgate refers to the sixteenth century scholar Roger Ascham claiming that a 
historian should ‘wryte nothing false’78, and so already by Francis Bacon in the 17th century we find 
poetry being castigated for being a ‘feigned history.’79
By the nineteenth century, with the Bacon-inspired rise of a scientific attitude to many areas of 
study, historians wished to align themselves firmly with their scientific colleagues and thus began to 
pull away from any suspicion of their work not being wholly accurate. By the early twentieth century 
J. B. Bury had announced that history had ‘… begun to enter into closer relations with the sciences, 
which deal objectively with the facts of the universe.’80 
Leopold Von Ranke, Professor of History at the University of Berlin, wrote numerous historical 
texts, including a nine-volume Universal Histories and became known for his ‘often quoted dictum, 
75  Beverley Southgate, History: What and Why? Ancient, Modern, and Postmodern Perspectives, 2nd ed. (Oxon, Routledge, 2001)
76  Andreas Boldt, ‘Ranke: Objectivity and History’, Rethinking History, vol 18 issue 4 (2014), pp.457-474
77  Southgate, History: What and Why? p.15
78  Southgate, History: What and Why? p.21
79  Southgate, History: What and Why? p.17
80  Southgate, History: What and Why? p.26
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that he was writing history ‘as it had actually occurred, ‘wie es eigentlich gewesen’,’81 a fairly bold 
claim from anyone, even a history professor. Boldt82 tells us that:  
 
‘Ranke made important contributions to the emergence of modern history and is generally 
recognised as the father of the ‘scientific’ historical school of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Due to him, methodical principles of archival research and source criticism became 
commonplace in academic institutions (Iggers and Powell, 1990).’ 83 
 
This committed shift towards a ‘scientific’ approach to history somewhat unfortunately coincided 
with the emergence of what we would now call historical fiction. Perhaps if the two had not developed 
within such a tight timeframe the relationship might have been less fraught. 
Walter Scott’s Waverley, published in 181484, is often cited as the first true historical novel, although 
Anne Stevens suggests it should more accurately be seen as a culmination of several decades of 
‘codifying the genre’85 in multiple novels which came before it. On publication, this symbolic starting 
point for the historical novel was immediately ripped apart by Leopold Von Ranke, starting an ongoing 
debate between historians and authors of historical fiction. His views of Waverley (and Scott’s writing 
in general) were damning. He ‘cited Scott as a negative influence in his autobiography, and pledged 
to avoid ‘all imagination’ after reading Quentin Durward (1823).’86 Not all the reviews were quite so 
dramatically opposed. Many historians and reviewers admired Scott’s ability to make history come 
alive and his focus on real people:
 
‘Thomas Carlyle was equally well aware of those deficiencies in “proper” histories, which 
were shown up by Scott’s fictional treatment of the past. It seemed, he wrote, so obvious, but 
clearly needed spelling out again, that what made history (as the past), and what made history 
(as a record of that past) interesting, was human beings: that insight is what Scott, unlike 
81  Boldt, Ranke, p.463
82  Andreas Boldt, ‘Perception, Depiction and Description of European History: Leopold Von Ranke and 
His Development and Understanding of Modern Historical Writing’, eSharp Orality and Literacy issue 
10, winter (2007) https://www.gla.ac.uk/research/az/esharp/issues/10 [accessed 21 Jan 2019]
83  G.G. Iggers and J.M. Powell, Leopold von Ranke and the shaping of the historical 
discipline (Syracuse, Syracuse University Press, 1990)
84  Walter Scott, Waverley (London, Penguin Classics Reprint edition, 2011, originally published 1814)
85  Anne H. Stevens, British Historical Fiction before Scott, (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) p.2
86  James Watt, Contesting the Gothic: Fiction, Genre and Cultural Conflict, 1764-
1832 (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999) p.154
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professional historians, had realised and utilised. “These historical novels have taught all men 
this truth, which looks like a truism, yet was unknown to writers of history and others, till so 
taught: that the bygone ages of the world were actually filled by living men, not by protocols, 
state papers, controversies and abstractions of men.”’87
 
Hayden White suggested that at this time many historians wanted to be regarded as scientists and 
needed to separate themselves from historical fiction (perhaps feeling that their work was too close for 
comfort), although this then had the effect of creating a ‘repressed other’ whereby neither group could 
define themselves without reference to the other. Just as ‘historical fiction’ became a new, hybridised 
genre, so historians found themselves only able to explain their distance by reference to it: 
 
‘Michel de Certeau maintained that “fiction is the repressed other of historical discourse”…
even though history has tried over the course of the last two centuries to become ‘scientific’ 
and to purge itself of the taint of its origins in ‘literature’… history has been unable to articulate 
its claim to scientificity without invoking ‘literature’ as its antithetical other.’88 
 
Even at this stage, however, there were those who admitted a possibly positive angle for historical 
fiction to concern itself with, such as Georg Lukács, who drew attention to what the historical novel 
was actually good at: understanding how events might have come to happen: 
 
‘What matters therefore in the historical novel is not the re-telling of great historical events, but 
the poetic awakening of the people who figured in those events. What matters is that we should 
re-experience the social and human motives which led me to think, feel and act just as they did 
in historical reality. And it is the law of literary portrayal, which at first appears paradoxical, 
but then quite obvious, that in order to bring out these social and human motives of behaviour, 
the outwardly insignificant events, the smaller (from without) relationships are better suited 
than the great monumental dramas of world history.’89 
 
87  Beverley Southgate, History Meets Fiction. (Oxon, Routledge, 2009) p.54
88  Hayden White, The Practical Past (California, University of California, 2014) p.12
89  Georg Lukács, The Historical Novel, translated by Mitchell, Hannah and Stanley 
(London, Merlin Press, 1989, first published 1937) p.42
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Regarding this early antagonism on the part of historians, Southgate points out that there was something 
of a refusal, at this early stage, to acknowledge that their own work, in writing down the past, is in fact 
very close to the work of novelists: to create a narrative from bare ‘facts’. 
 
‘For one reason for the enduring and close relationships between history and fiction, – one 
reason for their fluctuating conjunctions and disjunctions – is that both are concerned essentially 
with the same task: with the construction of meaning, with making some sense out of what 
otherwise appears as the chaotic jumble of data that makes up human lives. Both, that is to 
say, need to tell stories – construct narratives. … The claim to be constructing such meaning, 
however, is already contentious inasmuch it applies to history; and the contention goes to the 
root of the relationship we are exploring here. For while writers of fiction, on the one hand, 
would be happy to accept that their business is indeed imaginatively to construct meaningful 
narratives… many (if not most) historians, on the other hand, would deny that their function is 
to construct anything at all: rather, they would argue, what they do is endeavour to reconstruct 
a story that is already there.’90 
 
But this notion that history was ‘already there’ and ready to be unearthed by the diligent historian went 
unchallenged for only a certain period:
  
‘In the 1970s and 1980s, historians took umbrage at Hayden White and the whole intellectual 
current of critical theory for even suggesting that writing history was a form of narrative with 
a variety of tropes introducing meaning into the historian’s text that could not have emerged 
directly from the archive.’91
 
Keith Jenkins discusses the change in how historians began to see their work over this time, although 
he also points out that it was as late as the 1990s that the notion of a constructed narrative began to 
be accepted within the profession: that not only were sources themselves influenced by the original 
authors’ own interests or access, but that any written history had to be created through the choices 
made by its author and could not hope to be complete, therefore being constructed in some way. 
90  Southgate, History Meets Fiction p.12
91  Mark Poster, ‘Manifesto for a History of the Media, in Manifestos for History, ed. by Jenkins, 
Keith, Morgan, Sue and Munslow, Alan, (Oxon, Routledge, 2007) p40
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Jenkins suggests that part of this issue came down to a question of the words being used to describe 
what was being done: that ‘the past’ and ‘history’ are two different things, despite our treating the word 
‘history’ as though it covered both meanings. 
 
‘It would be preferable, therefore, always to register this difference by using the term ‘the past’ 
for all that has gone on before everywhere, whilst using the word ‘historiography’ for history, 
historiography referring here to the writings of historians.’92 
 
There was also a dawning understanding that there was no one, single ‘history’ but rather many histories, 
or historiographies, each written by a different person and therefore very likely to be different even if 
they were focusing on the same element of the past. Alongside this developed the question of whose 
history was being written (and by whom): 
 
‘For example, although millions of women have lived in the past… few of them appear… in 
history texts. Women, to use a phrase, have been ‘hidden from history’, that is. Systematically 
excluded from most historians’ accounts. … And at this point you might pause to consider how 
many other groups, people(s), classes, have been/are omitted from histories and why; and what 
might be the consequences if such omitted ‘groups’ were central to historical accounts and the 
now central groups were marginalised.’93 
 
This led to a more postmodern approach, suggesting that there could not really be one universal truth 
(or historiography) but instead that there could really only be a truth (or perhaps a range of truths). 
This in part came about as culturally there came more insights into how stories are constructed (the 
news, notions of nationhood, etc.) which undermined the idea of a single, ‘correct’, unified history. 
This led to debates between historians feeling that their work was ‘true’ (accurate) while authors of 
historical fiction counter-claimed that their own work was ‘real’ (bringing something felt about history 
to the table):
 
‘Historical discourse wages everything on the true, while fictional discourse is interested 
92  Keith Jenkins, Re-Thinking History, 2004 Taylor & Francis ed. (London, Routledge, 1991) p.7
93  Jenkins, Re-Thinking History p.9
231
in the real—which it approaches by way of an effort to fill out the domain of the possible 
or imaginable.’94
 
White’s point was that any history (whether ‘professional’ or fictional) was never going to be able to 
encompass all of the past and that perhaps these multiple histories could only hope to piece together 
parts of the past, not a single complete picture:
 
‘Professor Harry E. Shaw asks whether there is a “problem with historical fiction.” He certainly 
has a point in arguing that, history, being a domain of an objective reality, is as it were too full 
to be able to be easily treated without being slighted by omission of identifying details of 
one kind or another: “there are limits to how much you can include of the full spectrum of 
life in history, a spectrum stretching from individual interiority to the largest historical forces 
and movements.”’95
 
He also suggested that ‘professional’ historiography had, in distancing itself from more artistic forms, 
limited its own options in writing about the past, something which other sciences (perhaps feeling 
more secure in their difference from their neighbours) had not:
 
‘What we postmodernists are against is a professional historiography, in service to state 
apparatuses that have turned against their own citizens, with its epistemically pinched, 
ideologically sterile, and superannuated notions of objectivity—a historiography which, in 
cutting itself off from the resources of poiesis (invention) and artistic writing, also severed its 
ties to what was most creative in the real sciences it sought half-heartedly to emulate.’96
 
Even more recently there has also perhaps been a new awareness that the Western tradition of writing 
history may not necessarily tally with other cultures’ ways of recording the past or even thinking about 
it. Dipesh Chakrabarty (REF Jenkins Manifestos p.79-80) mentions the case of Anthony Birch, a 
young Aboriginal PhD history student who took up a staff position in the Literature department rather 
94  Hayden White, ‘Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and 
Historical Reality’, Rethinking History, vol. 9 (2005), p.147
95  White, ‘Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and Historical Reality’, p.150
96  White, ‘Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and Historical Reality’, p.152
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than the History department, saying that he could ‘write his history better as poetry’.97 Chakrabarty 
goes on to say that, 
 
‘It is clear that in saying that poetic rendition of the past could be more ‘accurate’ than a 
historical one, Birch was not using the historian’s idea of empirical veracity. Accuracy was 
more a matter of being ‘true’ to his personal experience of the past.’98
 
Although Chakrabarty is supportive in a metaphorical way (‘not… empirical veracity’) of this choice, 
it is worth noting in this particular instance that if a culture is capable of recording accurate historical 
information in the form of stories and ‘songlines’ (various Aboriginal ‘myths’ have actually been 
shown to contain very accurate historical information, for example recording sea level rises 7,000 
years ago99) then clearly a Western historical methodological approach is not the only way of recording 
history. 
 
In the process of acknowledging the limitations of any historiography, then, some historians began to 
consider their neighbours in historical fiction as perhaps having their own strengths.  
Richard Slotkin100 (who writes both history and historical fiction himself) defends the historical 
novel by saying that it is just as possible to be accurate with a novel because you should have done 
the same research and analysis of the data available as a historian. Although I do agree with the need 
for high quality research so that, as an author, you can know why you are changing something or 
fictionalising it, I do feel that this well-intentioned support for the historical fiction authorial process 
actually underestimates what fiction brings to historical fiction: hence my suggestion of the idea of a 
playframe, which might act to legitimise the fictional element of this hybrid genre.
David Harlan101 says that perhaps historical novelists should receive some recognition of the fact 
that they may be experts in a particular area of historical research often overlooked by the ‘official’ 
historians: the minutiae of daily life, which is probably what the majority of people experience – if you 
97  Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘History and the Politics of Recognition’, in Manifestos for History, ed. 
by Keith Jenkins, Sue Morgan and Alun Munslow. (Oxon, Routledge, 2007) p.79
98  Chakrabarty, ‘History and the Politics of Recognition’ p.80
99  Joshua Robertson, ‘Revealed: how Indigenous Australian storytelling accurately records sea level rises 
7,000 years ago’, The Guardian (16 Sep 2015) https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2015/sep/16/
indigenous-australian-storytelling-records-sea-level-rises-over-millenia [accessed 15 March 2019]
100  Richard Slotkin, ‘Fiction for the Purposes of History’, Rethinking History, vol. 9 (2005), pp. 221-236
101  Harlan, ‘Historical Fiction and the Future of Academic History’
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ask yourself what you were doing in your own life on the ‘big historical moments’ that have occurred 
in recent years the reality for the vast majority of people is probably: going to work, socialising with 
friends, looking after children, cleaning the house, cooking dinner and other such mundane activities. 
And it is these small details that the historical novelist must have at their fingertips, as Margaret Atwood 
make clear when discussing her research for the historical novel Alias Grace102, which focuses on the 
life of Grace Marks, convicted of killing two people in Canada in 1843: 
 
‘Thus I found myself wrestling not only with who said what about Grace Marks but also with 
how to clean a chamber pot, what footgear would have been worn in winter, the origins of quilt 
pattern names, and how to store parsnips.’103
 
This quote has great resonance for me in my own work. While I had access to a vast range of information 
on China’s Forbidden City, including a field trip, CGI reconstructions, floorplans, endless photographs 
and academic treatises, a really thrilling find for me was an image of a bathtub used by the imperial 
family to wash in, of which of course there was no mention in any of my historical tomes. 
 
‘...since academic history is usually silent about such minutiae, the historical novelist has to 
gather the facts herself. So when she goes to the archives she finds herself – as Margaret 
Atwood did – working in a historical realm all her own.’104 
 
It is noticeable to me that there appears to be a hierarchy of historical knowledge. When I begin 
research on a new era and want to find out about the day-to-day facts of the past, I inevitably have to 
begin with children’s history books. History books for adults more frequently concern themselves with 
the grand historical narratives: the important people, places and events. If you want to find out about 
underwear, meals and jobs, you have to turn to children’s reference books. Perhaps this perceived 
hierarchy contributes to a certain snobbishness amongst historians towards authors of historical fiction, 
for a great deal of historical fiction concerns itself with the minutiae of daily life, even within settings 
of great historical importance.
102  Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace, (London, Virago, 2002 ed., originally published 1996)
103  Margaret Atwood, ‘In Search of “Alias Grace”: On Writing Canadian Historical 
Fiction’, American Historical Review, vol.103 issue 5, (1998), p.1514
104  Harlan, ‘Historical Fiction and the Future of Academic History’ p.121
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Jerome de Groot considers how historical fiction (in various formats) may have something to bring to 
our engagement with the past and suggests it should not be relegated to the role of the black sheep of 
the history family:
 
‘It is necessary to look on novels, or films, or plays, or games, or TV series, not as poor versions 
of history, not within a binary wherein they are the margins of a centrifugal historical culture, 
nor as parasites on ‘proper’ historical knowledge and practice, but as establishing modes of 
historical awareness, engagement, narrativization, and comprehension.’105 
 
Some historians wonder whether they themselves should find new ways to ‘do history’, whether they 
should find alternative means to express their ideas about the past:
 
‘History is good for you, (historians) imply – but they never say why. And if they don’t answer 
the question, why would anyone else?
The time has come for historians to answer the question. Not just to tell the past, but to 
incorporate in that telling the reasons why the past can talk meaningfully to us today. This must 
be done in a language (oral, written, visual, aural) that people care about and can understand, 
in forms that appeal to contemporary tastes. We historians must do this as some outside the 
profession have been doing it – on screen, in graphics, in books written perhaps like detective 
stories or romances, in media yet unknown and forms yet to be invented. We must tell stories 
about the past that matter not just to us; we must make them matter to the larger culture. We 
must paint, write, film, dance, hip hop and rap the past in a way that makes the tragedies and 
joys of the human voyage meaningful to the contemporary world.’106 
 
Perhaps this is beginning to sound as though historians and authors have now come to a point of 
mutual respect and collaboration, but this is not quite yet the case. Most of the eminent historians I 
have quoted here were taking part in a volume entitled Manifestos for History and therefore, perhaps, 
have a particularly questioning approach to their field of study. But I found it interesting that many 
105  Jerome de Groot, Remaking History, (Oxon, Routledge, 2015), p.6
106  Robert A. Rosenstone, ‘Space for the Bird to Fly’, in Manifestos for History, ed. by Jenkins, 
Keith, Morgan, Sue and Munslow, Alan, (Oxon, Routledge, 2007) p.17
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of those historians chose to focus on this aspect of historiographies and historical fiction and how the 
two might intertwine (or not). However, David Harlan points out the remaining unease with which 
historians still view the ongoing popularity of historical fiction:
 
‘We academic historians have not known quite what to make of all this. We are delighted to see 
so many people drawn to the past, of course, but we tend to think that most of the films they 
are watching and the novels they are reading (to say nothing of the comics) are little more than 
historical melodramas, long on misty nostalgia and short on critical analysis. The mainline 
journals review a handful of historical films now but historical novels very rarely show up 
on their radar screens. When they do, the reviewer almost never ventures beyond the most 
obvious questions of factual accuracy.’107 
 
It is also worth noting that there may be some discomfort on how historians themselves are supposed 
to present their own work. There is something of a trend for a ‘novelisation’ of non-fictional historical 
narrative, which Jameson raises in his work Antimonies of Realism. Referring back to Barthes on the 
subject, he gives an example of the novel itself imposing a form on the material used within it,
 
‘…a novel-ness that extended down into the very pores of the language and the individual 
sentences, transforming even ostensible fact and alleged nonfiction into the inescapable 
connotation of the supplementary declaration, “I am a novel.”’108
 
As an example he gives a quotation from a non-fictional journalistic work, in which he points out 
that even though all the details themselves may be entirely accurate, the overall effect can only be 
described as novelistic:
 
‘The morning air was frigid in Greenwich, Connecticut. At 5:00am. on March 17, 2008, it 
was still dark, save for the headlights of the black Mercedes idling in the driveway, the beams 
illuminating patches of slush that were scattered across the lawns of the twelve-acre estate. The 
driver heard the stones of the walkway crackle as Richard S. Fuld Jr. shuffled out of the front 
107  Harlan, ‘Historical Fiction and the Future of Academic History’ p.109
108  Fredric Jameson, The Antimonies of Realism, 2015 edition, (London, Verso, 2013), p. 161
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door and got into the backseat of the car.’109 
 
A similar style is used in The Perfect Storm,110 in which journalist Sebastian Junger wrote an account of 
the sinking, with all hands on deck, of a fishing boat in the Atlantic. Even though no-one can have any 
idea of what went on once the ship left the harbour, he tried to reconstruct what might have happened, 
to the extent that at the point where the ship sank, he then turned to oral histories of near-drowning 
experiences to suggest what the fishermen on board might have experienced as they died. This is very 
much a case of non-fiction straying into fiction: however good the research, it is being used to create 
a fictional narrative to complete an incomplete story .
Perhaps this continuing discomfort is hard to wholly expunge precisely because it is innate 
to historical fiction; de Groot suggests that we might just need to acknowledge what makes us 
uncomfortable about the genre and then make our peace with the debate: 
 
‘…the genre might be maddeningly inconsistent, and indeed… might be innate to this mode of 
writing; that the weaving of fact and fiction which is the central characteristic  of the historical 
novel is crucial to its manifestation; and that this provokes disquiet.’111
 
Rather than being discomforted, Professor Ann Rigney of Utrecht University takes what I consider an 
interestingly proactive approach: rather than ‘taking sides’, she asks instead, ‘How are they (historians) 
to talk to their neighbours? How can a fruitful interaction between various practices be achieved 
without all differences being obliterated?’112 Rigney identifies historical fiction as serving at least two 
positive purposes: 
 
‘To begin with, fiction may serve as a ‘stepping stone’ that motivates the reader to find out 
more. By embodying situations and events in individual characters and presenting them in the 
form of narratives, fiction-makers give people at least a basic idea of a particular period and…
channel their interest towards finding out more about specific historical phenomena. Those 
who have found themselves reaching for the encyclopedia after reading a novel or viewing 
109  Andrew Ross Sorkin, Too Big to Fail (New York, Penguin, 2009)
110  Sebastian Junger, The Perfect Storm: A True Story of Man Against the Sea, (New York, W. W. Norton & Company, 1997)
111  de Groot, The Historical Novel, p.30
112  Ann Rigney, ‘Being an Improper Historian’, in Manifestos for History, ed. by Jenkins, 
Keith, Morgan, Sue and Munslow, Alan, (Oxon, Routledge, 2007) p.157
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a film will recognise the mechanism. Second, and more importantly, fiction can function as 
a ‘catalyst’ in relation to other historical practices by foregrounding topics that have been 
ignored for one reason or another, and finding ways to express them. Novelists, film-makers 
and visual artists thus put topics on the historical agenda which are socially relevant but about 
which not much is yet known or for which little archival evidence is as yet available. In this 
way, artists help keep historical horizons open…’113 
 
This specific piece by Rigney is set within Jenkins’ book Manifestos for History and her own ‘manifesto’ 
includes practical ideas: 
 
‘… a proposal to think creatively of new ways to link up historiographical discourses with 
other forms of expression… through co-operation with novelists and television programme-
makers, but also through the intensification of internet links to reliable scholarly sources, for 
example from the internet movie database to relevant historical sources.’114
 
The website Information is Beautiful115 offers something similar to Rigney’s idea, albeit on a very 
small scale, via a page where they provide a scene-by-scene breakdown of almost twenty films that 
were ‘based on a true story’, in each scene describing what happens in the film and what happened 
in real life according to the historical record. My own experience as an author has been that many 
historians are in fact very open to giving advice on the eras in which they are experts and this is a 
hugely useful source of information for an author. However, it is a working practice which many 
authors, judging by various writing forums I belong to, do not make as much use of as they could. I 
regularly get surprised reactions from other authors of historical fiction that I work with historians who 
are experts in a particular era or topic. 
I drew on Professor James Millward’s work116 and input for my first novel, The Fragrant Concubine, 
for specific details (were noodles being served this far west, was smoking around at this time, and other 
such details) and he not only drew on his own knowledge but extended my sources by consulting with 
113  Rigney, ‘Being an Improper Historian’, p.155
114  Rigney, ‘Being an Improper Historian’, p.158
115  Information is Beautiful website, Based on a True True Story? https://informationisbeautiful.
net/visualizations/based-on-a-true-true-story [accessed 17 june 2019]
116  James Millward, ‘A Uyghur Muslim in Qianlong’s Court: The Meaning of the Fragrant 
Concubine’, The Journal of Asian Studies, vol.52 no.2 (May 1994) pp. 427-458
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his own historian colleagues. I also met with historians Dr Michael Brett and Dr Harry Norris from the 
School of Oriental and African Studies for a series set in Morocco. Being able to draw on a historian’s 
wider expertise (i.e. not just their published works) was a very fruitful and rewarding experience and 
feedback from the historians (as well as their ongoing interest in the projects) suggested they also 
enjoy the opportunity to see their work embedded into a new kind of narrative. Those historians with 
whom I have worked seem quite open to historical fiction being able to attract a more general audience 
to an era, especially those periods not as widely known in popular culture. 
For The Garden of Perfect Brightness I drew on Dr Marco Musillo’s work relating to Giuseppe 
Castiglione. He not only wrote his PhD thesis117 and a related article118 on Castiglione’s life and work 
but also wrote a book, The Shining Inheritance119 on Castiglione’s impact on Chinese and Western 
art. He is probably currently the world expert on Castiglione’s life and work. Dr Musillo’s work 
challenged existing perceptions of Castiglione (who had previously been referred to a Jesuit painter, 
implying a missionary aspect to his work), in particular pointing out that he was a painter before he 
was recruited by the Jesuits specifically for the Chinese mission. This created a very different image of 
him as a person: a painter who agreed to become a priest in order to go to China as a court painter is a 
different kind of person than a Jesuit priest who chose to use his painting skills on a religious mission. 
Regarding this, it is worth noting that our modern expectation that a member of a religious order 
would take on the role as a result of a religious calling is not historically accurate: in the past younger 
sons and daughters were regularly dedicated to the church whether they had a vocation for it or not. 
Browning’s poem ‘Fra Lippo Lippi’ takes as its subject Filippo Lippi, a real life 15th century painter-
monk, who in the poem is caught loitering in the red light area of Florence and who, in his monologue, 
asks whether art should be true to life or an idealised version of it, making clear meanwhile that he 
came from the streets and joined the monks out of a desire for a full belly and nothing more.120 Again, 
being in contact with Musillo enabled me to gather more information and to ask direct questions rather 
than relying on found material and to have guidance for my research, for example when planning my 
field trip to China.
Rigney’s approach, then, seems to me one worth pursuing and one similar to that already in 
117  Marco Musillo, Bridging Europe and China: The Professional Life of Giuseppe 
Castiglione (1688-1766) (PhD, University of East Anglia, 2006)
118  Marco Musillo, ‘Reconciling Two Careers: The Jesuit Memoir of Giuseppe Castiglione Lay 
Brother and Qing Imperial Painter’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 42 (2008), pp.45-59
119  Marco Musillo, The Shining Inheritance: Italian painters at the Qing Court, 1699-1812 (Los Angeles, Getty Publications, 2016)
120  Robert Browning, ‘Fra Lippo Lippi,’ The Poetry Foundation (https://www.poetryfoundation.
org/poems/43755/fra-lippo-lippi) [accessed 14 May 2019]
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place between that other hybridised genre: science fiction. Dr Paige Brown, Science Communication 
Specialist for the College of Science at Louisiana State University, quotes Dr David Kirby, who 
lectures in science communication studies at the University of Manchester and invented the phrase 
‘diegetic prototype’ for a new technology that exists in fiction before it exists in the real world and 
Christopher Noessel, who works for an American design and strategy firm and talks about customers 
being prepared for new technology (and building their desire for it) by seeing it first in a fictional 
context such as a film. 
 
‘Kirby and Noessel liken science fiction films to playgrounds (my emphasis) for scientists, 
where science and technology can be extended beyond their current potential and uses, while 
making scientific and technological advancements look plausible and even necessary.’121 
 
The examples of cooperation between science and fiction are not small scale, either. In 2015, the 
Qualcomm Tricorder XPRIZE gave two teams a total of over £2.6 million dollars for their ‘Star 
Trek tricorder’ prototypes (handheld devices that can detect over twelve health issues). Meanwhile in 
2014 the book Hieroglyph: Stories and Visions for a Better World122 acted as a showcase for Project 
Hieroglyph,123 where sci-fi writers are teamed with scientists and tasked with writing stories that 
explore possible next steps for science. The stories in the book included a tower twenty kilometers 
high, people learning information abnormally fast and bio-mimetic cities. If the scientific community 
can talk to their neighbours and use science fiction as its playground, while authors of science fiction 
play with science already known to us and what might lie beyond, it raises the possibility for historians 
and authors to do the same with historical fiction.
121  Paige Brown, ‘A Mobius Strip of Scientific Imagination’, EMBO Reports, vol. 14 no.11 (2013), pp. 959-963 https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/257647344_A_Mobius_strip_of_scientific_imagination [accessed 21 Jan 2019]
122  Ed Finn, and Kathryn Cramer, (eds) Hieroglyph: Stories and Visions for a 
Better Future, (USA, William Morrow & Company, 2014)
123  http://hieroglyph.asu.edu 
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3: Authors: from Anxiety of Authenticity to 
Playfulness
While the 19th century saw historians attempting to put some space between themselves and authors of 
historical fiction, those early authors of historical fiction as we understand it today seem to have been 
struggling with the question of how to merge history and fiction at all. 
Alessandro Manzoni, the author of probably the best-known Italian historical novel, I Promessi 
Sposi (The Betrothed, 1827),124 breaks off from the novel’s main narrative to offer a purely historical 
section on the plague. His anxiety over the juxtaposition of fact and fiction is made clear when he 
warns the reader just before this diversion that:
 
‘Our aim in this account is to tell the truth, not only to represent the conditions in which our 
characters will find themselves, but to make known at the same time, as far as our restricted 
space and limited abilities allow, a page of our country’s history which is more celebrated than 
it is known.’125 
 
It seems an odd thing to do when arguably he could have shown his characters within the grip of 
the plague as part of the wider narrative but, in coming up against a key historical event, Manzoni 
clearly felt that fiction was not really up to the task of conveying its importance or scale. He followed 
up this concern by writing the essay ‘Del Romanzo Storico’ (On the Historical Novel)126 just a few 
years after the well-received novel was published, in which he decided that the genre of historical 
fiction was dead because it was impossible to reconcile fact and fiction. He clearly defined the main 
criticism, which is made even today of the historical novel: that ‘fact is not clearly distinguished from 
invention’127and joined with historians in deciding that this therefore meant that the genre could not 
give ‘a faithful representation of history.’128
124  Alessandro Manzoni, The Betrothed (I Promessi Sposi), translated by Penman, Bruce (London, 
Penguin Classics, New Impression edition 1983. Originally published in 1827)
125  de Groot, The Historical Novel, p.31
126  Alessandro  Manzoni, ‘On the Historical Novel’ (Del Romanzo Storico) translated by Bermann, 
Sandra (Lincoln NE, University of Nebraska Press, 1984. Originally published in 1850)
127  de Groot, The Historical Novel, p.30
128  de Groot, The Historical Novel, p.30
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Victor Hugo’s historical novel The Hunchback of Notre-Dame (1831)129 contains vast tracts of 
descriptions of architecture, which add nothing to the plot (unlike, say, Edward Rutherfurd’s Sarum130, 
which follows Salisbury Cathedral being slowly built over the course of the novel and whose characters 
are all the people working on it), nor even, it could be argued, the ‘authenticity’ of the setting. Given 
that Hugo had previously published a paper, ‘Guerre aux Démolisseurs’ (‘War to the Demolishers’, 
1825)131 that sought to protect Paris’ medieval architecture, one can’t help feeling that the novel was 
an opportunity to make his case again but in a semi-fictional format, which might appeal to a wider 
audience. The novel’s original title in French was Notre-Dame de Paris, again focusing very strongly 
on the cathedral itself rather than any characters.
Tolstoy, meanwhile, insisted that War and Peace (1869)132 was not a novel: (‘What is War and 
Peace? It is not a novel, even less is it a poem, and still less an historical chronicle’133) and included 
a great many non-fictional essays interspersed throughout the text on various topics including war, 
history, historiography and power (these are sometimes removed or turned into an appendix in modern 
editions). 
 
These early examples might belong to what Maria Margaronis calls Anxiety of Authenticity:
 
‘To write a historical novel is to enter a no-man’s land on the borders of fact and fantasy. All 
fiction is written on this territory, but when the work explicitly engages with historical events 
– when it is part of the writer’s project to reimagine them – the ground becomes a minefield of 
hard questions. What responsibility does a novelist have to the historical record? How much – 
and what kinds of things – is it permissible to invent? For the purposes of fiction, what counts 
as evidence? What are the moral implications of taking someone else’s experience, especially 
the experience of suffering and pain, and giving it the gloss of form?’134 
 
129  Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame de Paris, translated by Sturrock, John, New Ed edition 
(London, Penguin Classics, 1978, originally published 1831)
130  Edward Rutherfurd, Sarum, (London, Arrow, 1992, originally 1987)
131  Victor Hugo, Oeuvres Complètes de Victor Hugo (Paris, Alexandre Houssiaux, 1864), pp. 279-287
132  Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace, translated by Larissa Voloknonsky and Richard Pevear, 
(London, Vintage Classics, 2099, originally published 1869)
133  Leo Tolstoy, ‘Some Words About War and Peace’ (essay in appendix) in War and Peace translated by Louise and 
Aylmer Maude and Amy Mandelker, (Oxford, Oxford World Classics Hardback Collection edition, 2017)
134  Maria Margaronis, ‘The Anxiety of Authenticity: Writing Historical Fiction at the End 
of the Twentieth Century’, History Workshop Journal, 65 (2008), p. 138 
242
In her article, Margaronis was focused on historical writing centered around wars and other traumatic 
or violent events: she was herself grappling with writing a historical novel about the Greek civil war, 
which made her uncomfortably aware not only of the moral issues involved but also of what one’s 
baser intentions might be in writing such material:
 
‘Our culture has an enormous appetite for imagined violence and extreme emotions; war-
time fiction sells… To write a novel set in time of war or political brutality is necessarily to 
confront one’s own susceptibility to the allure of violence, as well as questions of authenticity, 
exploitation and responsibility.’135 
 
Her original notion of anxiety of authenticity was focused specifically around writing about war. 
However, the idea of ‘anxiety of authenticity’ has, I believe, far wider applications in the genre of 
historical fiction. Michael Bedo used it to discuss ideas around writing about historically marginalised 
people (in his case, gay men) and I believe that most authors in this genre feel it more widely relating 
not only to their potential subject matter, but to the published work’s reception, especially by historians 
who may question its ‘authenticity’, whatever the topic covered. This anxiety can come from within, 
for example where an author feels concern over their ‘responsibility’ to real characters or events, 
especially those which are traumatic in nature (slavery, the Holocaust, wars, etc.). Margaronis quotes 
Ian McEwan writing his novel Atonement:
 
‘It is an eerie, intrusive matter, inserting imaginary characters into actual historical events. 
A certain freedom is suddenly compromised; as one crosses and re-crosses the lines between 
fantasy and the historical record, one feels a weighty obligation to strict accuracy.’136 
 
The author Margaret George comments that ‘I feel that someday I must account to them (her real 
characters) for any willful distortions.’137 Colson Whitehead says that ‘to deal with this subject (slavery, 
135  Margaronis, ‘The Anxiety of Authenticity’ p. 138
136  Margaronis, ‘The Anxiety of Authenticity’, p.140
137  Celia Brayfield and Duncan Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction: A Writers’ and Artists’ 
Companion (London and New York, Bloomsbury, 2014) p.128
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in his Pulitzer-winning novel The Underground Railroad138) with the gravity it deserved was scary’139. 
Tracy Chevalier wonders how to know that she has done enough research and confesses that there are 
still research books on her shelves that she ‘really should have read’ before writing each of her novels 
and calls them her ‘dirty little secret.’140 These words (I feel… I must account to them, scary, dirty) 
indicate an emotionally anxious state induced by the authorial process of writing fiction about the past.
The anxiety of authenticity can also come from outside: most authors of historical fiction are all 
too aware that the first question any reader (let alone historian) is likely to ask is ‘Is it true?’ or words to 
that effect and many authors refer to this aspect of the anxiety of authenticity, such as Philippa Gregory 
talking about ‘defending my position’141 and Ronan Bennett commenting that ‘I still can never escape 
the feeling that I have to justify what I do.’142
There is also a cultural consideration around whether or not certain topics should be written about, 
let alone fictionalised, at all. Hayden White subtitles a chapter ‘What (if Anything) Can Properly be 
said about the Holocaust’ and comments on Primo Levi’s If This is a Man: 
 
‘Levi’s is or purports to be an account of what life and death was like in the concentration camp 
Auschwitz. It is not an imaginary world, and yet it can scarcely be described except poetically. 
I have often pointed out that Levi adds nothing in the way of factual information that could 
not be had in any reference book. Instead of telling us “what happened” he tells us “what it felt 
like”.’ 143
 
This of course is the crux that post-testimony writers may struggle with: if you weren’t there, what right 
have you to write about it? Although Levi did actually experienced Auschwitz, his own perspective on 
historiography is interesting. Southgate says that:
 
‘…(Levi) highlights the inadequacies of our rigid, mutually exclusive categorisations, and he 
relates his point explicitly to historiography. So he reminds us how convenient it is to label 
138  Colson Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, (London, Fleet, 2016)
139  Emma Brockes, ‘Colson Whitehead interview: “To Deal with this Subject with the Gravity it 
Deserved was Scary’’’, The Guardian, (7 Jul 2017) https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/
jul/07/colson-whitehead-underground-railroad [accessed 22 Jan 2019]
140  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, p.118
141  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, p.129
142  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, p.114
143  Hayden White, The Practical Past (California, University of California, 2014) p.25
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some people as ‘good’ and others as ‘bad’. We can impose some meaning on events… by 
identifying the ‘good’ Jewish (and other) prisoners who are passive victims, and by making 
them clearly distinguishable from the ‘bad’ SS guards who are cruel aggressors… But in Levi’s 
own perception it did not work like that. There was rather, as he describes, a merging of good 
and bad, of black and white, into a whole “grey zone”… so that on arrival, the newcomer 
might well experience his or her first violence at the hands, not of guards at all, but of fellow 
in-mates. This makes the recording, and the appreciation of the history of what went on in the 
camps all the more difficult.” Levi specified, “it may therefore happen that different historians 
understand and construe history in ways that are incompatible with one another.”’144 145
 
The anxiety of authenticity is often most easily found in what Gerard Genette146 refers to as the 
‘paratext’, that is, material surrounding the main text of a novel. This breaks into the ‘epitext’: for 
example, interviews with the author, reviews of the published work, etc., which appear in the wider 
world outside of the published work itself; and the ‘peritext’: the secondary text and images surrounding 
the main text of the novel, for example, the cover, maps, family trees, author’s biography and notes. 
Taking bestselling author of historical fiction, Philippa Gregory, as an example, by examining the 
changing peritext of two of her novels published more than a decade apart we can see an increased 
anxiety on either her part or her publishers to be seen as ‘authentic’. A simple contrast of the peritexts 
between her novels The Other Boleyn Girl (2001)147 and The Taming of the Queen (2015)148 shows this. 
The Other Boleyn Girl features the well-known ‘headless woman in a costume’ cover image beloved 
of the historical fiction genre, accompanied by a biography that says Gregory ‘is an established writer 
and broadcaster for radio and television’ and that she ‘holds a PhD in eighteenth-century literature’. It 
also refers to the novel having won ‘the Parker Romantic Novel of the Year’. The author’s note is only 
half a page long, primarily focused on what happened to child characters after the novel ends, as well 
as suggesting that she took a ‘provocative’ idea about the circle of people around Anne Boleyn from an 
academic. Finally, she says that she is ‘very grateful to the following authors’ and then goes on to list 
one page of academic historical sources that she used. Gregory was criticised for implying that there 
had been a sexual element to the relationship between Anne Boleyn and her brother, an accusation that 
144  Primo Levi 1989 The Drowned and the Saved, London Abacus p. 22-23
145  Southgate, History: What and Why? p.67
146  Gerard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997)
147  Philippa Gregory, The Other Boleyn Girl (London, Harper, 2001)
148  Philippa Gregory, The Taming of the Queen, (London, Harper, 2015)
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most historians dismiss as made up in an effort to discredit her. 
Contrast this with The Taming of the Queen fourteen years later (focused on Henry the Eighth’s 
last queen, Catherine Parr) where the cover uses actual historical portraits of some of the characters 
(this is usually what biographies do) and in which the author’s biography now claims that ‘Gregory 
was an established historian and writer when she discovered her interest in the Tudor period and wrote 
the internationally bestselling The Other Boleyn Girl.’ It then goes on to says that she is a ‘PhD and 
Alumna of the Year 2009 of Edinburgh University’ without disclosing the subject of her PhD, which 
the reader, from the context, might well assume was history. The Author’s Note is now four pages long 
and spells out a number of sources for facts used and indicates where conjecture is all we have to go 
on. It also very clearly indicates as fiction a brief scene between the king and queen in the privacy of 
their bedroom (which surely any reader must be aware is fiction since there are no witnesses). There 
is now a separate section headed Bibliography, which includes six pages of sources and a note at the 
beginning of the list, which says that these were ‘the most helpful’ (implying that the list is not even 
complete).  
Writing about Catherine Parr in his novel Lamentation, C. J. Sansom’s peritext149 doesn’t stop 
with an Author’s Note (five pages in itself) but goes on to include an actual ‘Interpretative Essay’ 
entitled ‘Catherine Parr and the Politics of Henry VIII’s Last Months’, which runs to twenty-one 
pages, comfortably over 5,000 words. This could, of course, be seen as the enthusiasm of a writer who 
has spent a great deal of time and effort researching a topic and finds they still have more information 
or theories to share with the reader than can elegantly be contained in the novel itself. However, the 
fact that it is preceded by a comment which suggests the author feels that ‘interpretation’ is what they 
have had to do from ‘very thin’ sources suggests an element of anxiety which the essay is supposed 
to assuage. 
An Author’s Notes section in which the author clarifies any fictional aspects of the novel is a very 
common feature of historical fiction, a sort of ‘small print’ of the contract between reader and writer. 
Jerome de Groot points out the lengths to which some of these peritexts go to assure the reader of the 
author’s having done their research:
 
‘The apparatuses for these novels are extensive and outline their historiographical intervention. 
149  C.J. Sansom, Lamentation, Main Market edition (London, Pan, 2015, originally published 2014)
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Michael Arnold’s Hunters Rage has extensive historical notes, maps, and web links to re-
enactment societies; Iggulden’s Conqueror has a historical note, family trees, list of characters, 
glossary of terms and maps; Robert Lyndon’s Hawk Quest has a note on languages, chronologies, 
information about prices of falcons, an extract from the Exeter Book and a map. Anthony 
Riches’s Empire: The Leopard Sword goes further, with a fifteen page apparatus including a 
historical note, an explanation of the cult of Mithras and a description of the Roman Army in 
182 AD.’150 
 
Hilary Mantel has criticised her fellow authors in the genre for, as she put it:
 
‘try(ing) to burnish their credentials by affixing a bibliography. You have the authority of 
imagination, you have legitimacy. Take it. Do not spend your life in apologetic cringing because 
you think you are some inferior form of historian. The trades are different but complementary.’151 
 
Mantel often likes to make controversial statements (witness a recent furore when she described 
the Duchess of Cambridge as a ‘shop-window mannequin’ and ‘without character’152), however her 
comment does point towards the anxiety peculiar to this genre. Most novels in other genres do not so 
heavily make use of the peritext, especially the author’s note, the writers taking it for granted that what 
they have written is fiction and their reasoning or inventions do not need to be explained.
It also seems to be the norm that authors of historical fiction develop ‘rules’ that they set for 
themselves. These vary to some degree but I would argue that they are in part a response to the anxiety 
of authenticity: so that they can answer the question/accusation of not being fully historically accurate 
by clarifying how they choose to work. On writing Alias Grace, Margaret Atwood says ‘I devised the 
following set of guidelines for myself’153, Louisa Young mentions ‘taking responsibility but having to 
be free.’154. Elizabeth Cook refers to her ‘personal rule of decorum’ in not using metaphors that would 
not have been available in the era in which she is writing.155 These self-imposed rules can be fairly 
150  Jerome de Groot, Remaking History, (Oxon, Routledge, 2015) p.41
151  Claire Armistead, ‘Is Hilary Mantel’s View of Historical Fiction Out of Date?’, The Guardian, (4th April 2017) https://
www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2017/apr/04/hilary-mantel-historical-fiction-cringing [accessed 21 Jan 2019]
152  Staff, ‘Kate, the “plastic princess”: Hilary Mantel’s damning take on duchess’, The Guardian, (19th Feb 2013) https://
www.theguardian.com/uk/2013/feb/19/kate-duchess-cambridge-hilary-mantel [accessed 20 June 2019]
153  Atwood, ‘In Search of “Alias Grace”’ p.1515
154  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, p.158
155  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, p.122
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harsh: Valerio Massimo Manfredi 156 begins with: ‘Some rules should always be respected in any case: 
the accepted historical vulgata cannot be changed and the historical background should be impeccable.’ 
This seems a reasonable starting point before he then goes on to add ‘…writing something such as 
“The pharaoh felt nervous when he woke up that morning” would be nonsense because at the time 
of the pharaohs nobody knew that a nervous system existed.’ which seems a hard rule to manage to 
write anything at all under. This adherence to self-imposed rules somewhat contrasts with the example 
referred to by historian Professor Jonathan D. Spence:
 
‘China’s greatest early historians, for instance, scholars of integrity, determination, and 
immense learning, as a matter of course reconstructed conversations between the principal 
actors in their histories, even though there was no way such conversations could have been 
overheard or recorded at the time. To those historians, the recorded conversation was a device, 
a convention, to sharpen the interactions between the principal figures and lure the readers 
deeper into their minds.’157
 
It would be unfair to suggest that this anxiety of authenticity is entirely negative: certainly it implies 
that the authors expressing such anxiety are keen to be accurate in their depiction of the past. It also 
implies that they go to some lengths to do their research and be aware of where the line between fact 
and fiction has been drawn, even if that line changes from one page to the next. Author David O. 
Stewart is acutely conscious that even his efforts to be accurate may be ineffectual: 
 
‘Worse, written recollections may be wrong or reflect biases, while other sources are slim: 
we can only walk through landscapes that they knew, read what they read, and view objects 
they used,’158
 
However, one could argue that even this awareness is in itself a measure of good-quality research and 
not taking sources at face value. To not know where the line has been drawn or what effect that might 
have on a reader is to risk what author Edward Rutherfurd calls the dangers of ‘propaganda’ in how 
156  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, p.134
157  Jonathan Spence, ‘Margaret Atwood and the Edges of History’, American Historical Review, vol. 103 (1998), p.1524
158  David O. Stewart, ‘The Truth is Quieter Than Fiction’, Publishers Weekly (9 Nov 2015) https://www.publishersweekly.com/
pw/by-topic/columns-and-blogs/soapbox/article/68582-the-truth-is-quieter-than-fiction.html [accessed on 18 March 2019]
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you represent the past, giving the example of making up a traumatic event within a wider traumatic 
setting (for example a war) which the reader might then assume is factually correct: 
 
‘If we misrepresent the historical record, we may be contributing more than we ourselves 
imagine to the way that our readers consciously or subconsciously think about the world…. 
If… we say that the English burned a congregation of American colonists alive in their church 
– which never happened – then we are making propaganda…. If I read a newspaper article, or 
listen to the radio, I know that the account may be biased. But when I read a novel… my guard 
is down. And that’s where the propaganda may be lurking.’159 
 
Although I could reasonably suggest that the opposite could also be said to be true: that I should expect 
a novel to contain some fiction and that I might reasonably expect the news to be factual, his point is 
still valid. 
 
Having considered its potentially positive aspects however, it is fair to say that at its 
most extreme, the anxiety of authenticity can have a significantly detrimental effect on a writer’s 
output. Margaret George says that being such a stickler can certainly shackle creativity’160 and Colson 
Whitehead refers to putting off writing his novel The Underground Railroad for over a decade after 
getting the original idea: 
 
‘I didn’t think I was a good enough writer. I thought if I wrote some more books I might 
become a better craftsperson and, if I was older, I might be able to bring the maturity of some 
of those years to the book and do it justice. And so I shied away from it. It was daunting in 
terms of its structure, and to do the research as deep as it needed to be done, and to deal with 
the subject with the gravity it deserved, was scary.’161 
 
Perhaps he was right to put off writing the novel while he honed his writing skills, given its widely 
acclaimed critical reception when it was eventually released, but equally he could have risked not 
writing the book at all as a result of that anxiety. 
159  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, pp.145-146
160  Brayfield and Sprott, Writing Historical Fiction, p.128
161  Brockes, Colson Whitehead interview
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The anxiety of authenticity certainly exists then and we can see it being widespread amongst authors of 
historical fiction, but there is a case to be made that authors could release themselves from this anxiety 
by focusing on the realisation that even historians have to choose what to include and exclude within 
their text and therefore are in essence constructing a narrative, much as the author of a novel does. This 
sense of immobilisation when confronted with one’s own attempts at creating a historical narrative is 
not solely confined to novelists: Keith Jenkins discusses a similar thing happening to historians: 
 
‘…an interpretive anxiety which students (of history) often have. Their anxiety is this: if you 
understand that history is what historians make; that they make it on slender evidence; that 
history is inescapably interpretive and that there are least half a dozen sides to every argument 
so that history is relative, then you might think well, if it seems just interpretation and nobody 
really knows, then why bother doing it? If it is all relative what is the point?’162
 
Speaking of historians, but making a point which I believe is equally valid for authors of historical 
fiction, Jenkins, Morgan and Munslow suggest that we should be liberated from this anxiety by a 
different way of looking at what we are engaged in doing:
 
‘…as far as historical discourses are concerned, if there are no objective or foundational truths 
out there waiting to be discovered, if all historical discourses are instead of an aesthetic kind, 
intentional processes of shaping and meaning-making, if history is a verb and not a noun, if 
we are all engaged in “historying” (as Greg Dening describes it), then this is potentially a 
massively liberating thing.’163
 
A more recent trend in historical fiction might suggest that this liberation is being felt, where authors 
signal within the text that they are fully aware that their work is not entirely accurate. This tendency 
has been noted by Katherine Harris164 in what she calls neo-historical fiction, wherein the author 
deliberately uses anachronisms within the text to signal the fictional nature of their work. Examples 
162  Jenkins, Re-thinking History, p.30
163  Keith Jenkins, Sue Morgan and Alan Munslow, ‘Introduction: On Fidelity and Diversity’, in Manifestos 
for History, ed. by Keith Jenkins, Sue Morgan and Alan Munslow, (Oxon, Routledge, 2007) p.5
164  Katharine Harris, ‘“Part of the Project of that Book was Not to be Authentic”: Neo-Historical Authenticity and 
its Anachronisms in Contemporary Historical Fiction’, Rethinking History, vol. 21 (2017), pp. 193-212
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include Sarah Waters using the word ‘queer’ in its 19th century meaning in her Victorian-set lesbian 
romances but being well aware that its more modern meaning is likely to be echoing in the reader’s 
mind. A further sub-set of this is to draw parallels with modern day events as in Life Mask165 where 
Emma Donaghue uses the phrases ‘terrorist’ and ‘weapons of mass destruction’ when discussing 
British politicians’ fears regarding the French Revolution of the eighteenth century. Robert Harris, in 
his bestselling historical novel Pompeii,166 deals with the obvious question of how to maintain tension 
when everyone knows the outcome of your story by allowing himself to frame each chapter of the 
novel with not only a countdown to the eruption but also a modern, scientific quote specifying what 
happens in the build-up to a volcanic eruption. His main character is an aquarius: the water engineer 
for the aqueduct which is malfunctioning as the eruption draws closer. For a book about a volcano, the 
first half is very much focused on water rather than fire and the modern scientific framing device Harris 
has chosen allows him to draw our attention to the clues being given to the engineer that something 
bad is about to happen. This framing device nods to our foreknowledge and uses it to explain what is 
happening to his main character. 
 
Neo-historical fiction, obviously, can also be seen as linked to metafiction,167 again used by some 
historical authors, such as in The Crimson Petal and the White, set in Victorian London with a prostitute 
as the main character, where Michel Faber directly addresses the reader from time to time, often to 
suggest that their expectations of the past are incorrect: ‘Of Jack the Ripper she need have no fear; it’s 
almost fourteen years too early, and she’ll have died from more or less natural causes by the time he 
comes along.’168 His Author’s Note also defiantly fails to follow the conventions of the genre by taking 
on a comedic tone:
 
‘I was far too young in the 1870s to pay proper attention to everything I should, so this account 
is no doubt riddled with inaccuracies… some (falsehoods) are deliberate; others are mere 
ignorance… mindful of the necessity to keep this book nice and slim (it runs to over 800 
pages), I can’t list all the publications I’ve consulted…’169
 
165  Emma Donoghue, Life Mask, (London, Virago, 2004) p.436
166  Robert Harris, Pompeii, 2009th ed. (London, Arrow Books, 2004)
167  Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York, Routledge, 1988)
168  Michel Faber, The Crimson Petal and the White, 2011 ed. (Edinburgh, Canongate Books, 2002) p.7
169  Faber, The Crimson Petal and the White, p.837
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On the surface, this approach seems more relaxed: the author acknowledges that yes, it is difficult to 
balance fact and fiction, but that since the genre calls for this very balancing act to be carried out, then 
possible mistakes and difficulties along the way should be accepted as inevitable and perhaps even 
nodded to, playfully winked at. But I cannot help feeling that this trend is still anxiety, masked as a 
postmodern flourish and yet still revealing a secret concern that the work is to be judged and found 
wanting, a kind of making fun of oneself before anyone else does in a pre-emptive attempt to escape 
potential criticism. 
Harlan questions why reviewers of historical novels ‘almost never (venture) beyond the most 
obvious questions of factual accuracy,’170 and this is something that I find odd as well: how is it that 
we do not go beyond that line of inquiry and instead consider the reasons behind the author’s choices? 
Hayden White says that: 
 
‘We do not expect that Constable and Cézanne will have looked for the same thing in a given 
landscape, and when we confront their respective representations of a landscape, we do not 
expect to have to choose between them and determine which is the ‘more correct’ one… If 
applied to historical writing… this conception… would force historians to… recognise that 
there is no such thing as a single correct view… This would allow us to entertain seriously those 
creative distortions offered by minds capable of looking at the past with the same seriousness 
as ourselves but with different… orientations.’171
 
I want to go beyond accepting that every history and historical fiction has a chosen narrative and 
that fiction exists only to bring some ‘real’ into the daily lives and minutiae of history. And beyond 
just being ‘free’ of anxiety or even the apparently more relaxed acknowledgement that it is tricky to 
balance history and fiction, as we see in neo-historical fiction. Instead, I want to suggest that actually 
we should pay at least equal attention to what is fictional in a historical novel. Why has the author felt 
a need to introduce something fictional: not common and minor adjustments like stretching/shortening 
time to improve their overall storytelling but something with more impact on the narrative, such as 
creating one or more major fictional characters, an event, a relationship? There are usually plenty of 
dramatic people, events and relationships going on in history so it cannot simply be due to a shortage 
170  Harlan, ‘Historical Fiction and the Future of Academic History’ p.109
171  Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism, Reprint edition (Baltimore, 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985 originally published 1978) p.46-7
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of material. What is it that the author wants and feels the need to explore? What are they playing with?
253
 
4: Authors at Play
In this chapter it is my aim to show examples of the playframe in the work of various authors. I intend 
to divide this chapter into different sections, each focused on a different type of authorial approach to 
writing about the past. I have identified three of these types, whom I have named the Ventriloquist, 
the Mosaic-Maker and the Magician. Having already discussed the concept that the historical record 
is anyway open to question through its selection, prioritising and recording of material, in this chapter 
I will take that as a given and instead look at the authorial choices made in regard to the available 
‘facts’ that they are using – whether they choose to use them at all, and to what degree they deliberately 
choose to invent material. I see playframe as containing two parts: the historical setting, which 
provides the frame and the fictional choices of the author, which create the play. Bringing these two 
elements together creates the playframe, the heart of this hybrid genre and which, while sometimes 
causing problems for both its authors and its critics, also provides its interest. Playframe allows us to 
acknowledge and even celebrate the interaction between the two elements and the three approaches to 
this interaction offer us some insight into what happens when the balance between the two shifts, from 
the heavy use of historical sources used by the Ventriloquist, to the more even-handed Mosaic-Makers 
and through to the Magicians, who pursue their fictional vision at all costs, even at the expense of 
accuracy and adherence to the genre. All three approaches offer a different way to play with the past.
 
The key texts featured in this section were in part chosen to try and cover a range of literary styles, 
from critically acclaimed narratives to the more commercial within the genre. They were also chosen 
to clearly demonstrate the points being made with a relatively short extract or synopsis, something not 
all texts make possible.
Colson Whitehead’s The Underground Railroad (2016),172 clearly demonstrated an author using all 
three approaches within one text, since I did not want to give the impression that authors only stick to 
one of the three styles identified throughout a text. However not many authors cover all three within 
one text and therefore The Underground Railroad stood out in this regard. I also used two of my own 
172  Whitehead, The Underground Railroad
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novels173 through all three sections to reflect on my personal use of the different approaches, as I could 
consider how an initial intention might play out in the finished product. 
For the Ventriloquist, it may surprise the reader to discover that there are very few texts that truly 
follow the historical record very closely and/or use historical sources in large quantities. This in itself, 
told me something about this category: that historical fiction really is a hybrid genre and does not in 
fact benefit from the balance being tipped too heavily towards history (just as ‘costume’ novels do not 
really fit our definition of historical fiction, as previously discussed). It was not initially my intention 
to choose texts where plagiarism had been raised as an issue, but as I researched texts which made 
heavy use of external material, it became clear that this was a serious and fairly frequent result of this 
approach, and so I deliberately chose to feature Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner (1971)174and The 
White Hotel by D.M. Thomas (1993)175 to show how easily the Ventriloquist can come too close for 
comfort to possible plagiarism, even if unintentional. These novels raise issues not just of plagiarism 
(which could easily have been avoided with a more careful acknowledgement by either author) but 
of authorship: if the resulting text’s quality and power relies on narrative created by another, then can 
it really be said to just be the work of the named author? #Berlin45: The Final Days of Hitler’s Third 
Reich, by Phillip Gibson (2013)176 is, of course, not the author’s work at all, in one sense, as every 
word of it was spoken by historical characters. The ‘author’ in this case, might be more correctly 
viewed as an editor of sorts, much like a TV documentary where material is stitched together to create 
a particular effect, to tell a story using ready-made material. It is possible to have an artistic vision but 
‘authorship’ might be pushing it too far.
For the Mosaic Maker, The Boleyn Inheritance by Philippa Gregory (2006)177 managed to show 
within two very short extracts (one from the novel and one from the historical record) how a Mosaic-
Maker works and indeed how their work might often answer historical questions better than historians. 
Many other texts might show the same principle but not so concisely and with such a well-matching 
yet contrasting pair of accounts of the same moment. By way of contrast it was paired with The Good 
People by Hannah Kent (2016),178 where the mosaic-work was made up of continuous small elements 
throughout the whole novel, building up a pattern only when read in its entirety.
173  Melissa Addey, The Garden of Perfect Brightness, (London, Letterpress Publishing, 2017) and 
Melissa Addey, The Fragrant Concubine, (London, Letterpress Publishing, 2015)
174  Wallace Stegner, Angle of Repose, Penguin Classics 2006 ed., (USA, Doubleday, 1971)
175  D.M. Thomas, The White Hotel, (London, Penguin Books, 1993)
176  Phillip Gibson, #Berlin45: The Final Days of Hitler’s Third Reich, (UK, Gibson, 2013)
177  Philippa Gregory, The Boleyn Inheritance, 2007 ed., (London, Harper, 2006)
178  Hannah Kent, The Good People, Picador 2017 ed. (Sydney, Pan Macmillan, 2016)
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Finally, for the Magician, it was important to include a Holocaust-themed work because of the 
considerable evidence that magic realism is frequently used in this sub-genre. The Book Thief by 
Markus Zusak (2005)179 was included because it seemed that the narrative itself would have worked 
equally well with or without the magical element, thus indicating that perhaps including it was of 
particular importance to the author. Given the point that Magicians often end up drifting away from the 
core genre of historical fiction and into other genres as they pursue their concept, using The Prestige 
by Christopher Priest (1995)180 showed a different genre (science fiction) being used rather than magic 
realism and also was about obsessions of one kind and another, which partly mirrored the focus of 
Magician authors on their core concept, prioritising it above any loyalty to a particular genre. I also 
wanted to emphasise that the Magician is not fooling their audience (as happens in the film version 
of this book) but allowing themselves, the author, the absolute freedom to create whatever fiction is 
necessary to their storytelling – in this instance, Priest introduces the existence of a cloning machine 
within a historical setting Victorian London to explore the effects of secrecy when taken too far, as I 
will cover later on.
 
Before progressing to the three types of authors identified, it should be clarified that the notion of 
playframe does not include those small changes to the historical record that both historians and 
authors make for the sake of clarity. These are common to almost all historical fiction and I do not 
think historians object to them, indeed such changes can best be summarised by Jenkins181 when he 
quotes Lowenthal on historians making such changes: ‘Time is foreshortened, details selected and 
highlighted, action concentrated, relations simplified, not to (deliberately) alter… the events but to… 
give them meaning.’182 A simple example: in my research for The Garden of Perfect Brightness183 I 
discovered that the Kangxi Emperor had 35 sons, all of whom had a name that began with the same 
prefix of Yun (Yunzhi, Yuntang, Yunqi, etc.). Now this would be something of a nightmare for a reader’s 
comprehension and so I chose to mention only a few of the princes and used their princely titles rather 
than their given names. Knowing that the Emperor Kangxi has 35 sons and that primogeniture is 
not used (hence allowing Prince Yong the possibility of becoming Emperor despite a Crown Prince 
already having been named) is relevant to the reader. Knowing all their names, especially as they are 
179  Markus Zusak, The Book Thief, (London, Doubleday, 2007, originally published 2005)
180  Christopher Priest, The Prestige, (London, Simon & Schuster Ltd, 1995)
181  Jenkins, Rethinking History, p.16
182  David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1985) p.218
183  Addey, The Garden of Perfect Brightness
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so similar, is not. Knowing a few key princes, for example the original Crown Prince, later deposed 
from the position and those who supported or opposed Yong’s transition to the role of Emperor, is 
relevant both historically and to my own plot. Using those princes’ alternative names (princely titles), 
which are far more varied, serves to clarify history rather than obscure it. Equally, in my novel The 
Fragrant Concubine,184the novel appears to take place over two years when in fact the length of 
time was five years, a fact I referred to in my Author’s Note for clarity.  Such simplifications are 
occasionally referred to in Author’s Notes or historian’s footnotes, but I do not really consider that 
they reflect a desire to ‘play’ on an author’s part, so much as a desire to ensure the reader is neither 
confused nor bored.
Leaving such minor adjustments aside then, here are the authors at play. 
 
 
The Ventriloquist
Assuming that we admit the existence of historical ‘facts’ (that is, setting aside the debate on how 
those facts have been chosen, reported/recorded, that they may be liable to change over time, etc.), 
then one could have a novel which adhered to those facts no matter how awkward in storytelling terms. 
This strong reliance on facts or original historical material does seem to be quite rare: something more 
common seems to be creative non-fiction written as a narrative, such as The Perfect Storm: A True 
Story of Man Against the Sea, by Sebastian Junger,185 which focused on the fate of a swordfishing 
boat, the Andrea Gail, caught up in a huge storm at sea. The only fiction I found that maintained such 
fidelity on a large scale was #Berlin45: The Final Days of Hitler’s Third Reich. The book’s description 
explains the concept:
 
‘This is not a book in the usual book format. It is the compelling story of the final 20 days of 
Hitler’s Third Reich told in the form of imaginary social media posts based on actual statements 
by Hitler, Churchill, Truman, Zhukov, Eisenhower, Goebbels, Bormann, Patton, Eva Braun 
and many others.’186 
 
Here we can see that the author’s ‘play’ is that the book only uses real statements made by real 
184  Addey, The Fragrant Concubine
185  Sebastian Junger, The Perfect Storm: A True Story of Man Against the Sea, (New York, W. W. Norton & Company, 1997)
186  Phillip Gibson, #Berlin45: The Final Days of Hitler’s Third Reich, (UK, Gibson, 2013).
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historical characters – but in order to manage this, it has had to take on an unusual format (pretending 
that Twitter and other forms of social media were in use at the time of World War Two), which almost 
pushes it into the ‘alternative history’ genre because it cannot succeed without this contrivance. 
 
But given the lack of anxiety of authenticity that this approach might cause, one might wonder why 
more historical novels do not make heavier use of facts, keeping fiction to an absolute minimum. 
There are probably three answers to this. 
Firstly, it just isn’t much fun for the author. Where is the ‘play’ for the author, the creativity, if they 
are not inventing anything? Historical fiction is made up, after all, of history and fiction and to leave 
out the fictional element is to lose the author’s creative input and, one could argue, is not part of the 
genre at all if it is not made up of a hybrid of these two elements. Author and Professor of Writing 
at MIT Junot Díaz, whose work often focuses on memories and second generation cross-cultural 
experiences says of drawing on real life: ‘…if I’m playing the court stenographer, then there isn’t 
going to be room for play, and if there is no room for play then the work sits on the page lifeless.’187
Secondly, all historical records have visible gaps and these only grow greater the further back one 
goes in time and/or when using locations which relied more heavily on oral traditions. Having written 
about 18th century China and found quite a lot of material available to me, I was somewhat taken aback 
when researching the 11th century in Morocco and finding vast gaps in the record: all the information 
on one famous queen consort comes down to less than a paragraph of information when put together 
and even parts of that are open to debate and somewhat mythologised (suggesting she could speak 
with djinns, for example). Dialogue, in the absence of modern-day recording techniques, is hardly 
ever available – authors must base their ideas of how people spoke on things like letters and the odd 
diary, which are unlikely to mimic natural speech very closely, if at all. Even the author of Pleasing Mr 
Pepys, Deborah Swift, who used Samuel Pepys’ famous diary as her primary material for a book about 
his mistress (and wife’s companion) Deborah Willet, discovered that what appears to be an unrivalled 
historical source for a novel still does not provide enough material for a novelist. She refers to ‘the 
shadowy female figures’188of his wife and mistress in the diary as well as the restrictions such material 
brings with it: 
 
187  VanderMeer, Jeff, Wonderbook (New York, Abrams Image, 2013), p.26
188  Deborah Swift, Pleasing Mr Pepys, (London, Accent Press, 2017) p.475
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‘Pepys gives us such a wealth of detail that cannot be circumvented. For example, I could not 
manipulate the weather to heighten an emotional scene, and I had to deal with the problem of 
periods in the diary where Pepys is frustratingly silent in terms of Deb’s story.’189 
 
Finally, far from escaping opprobrium for a lack of authenticity, those authors who turn to word-
for-word ventriloquism for their ‘play’ risk other accusations. Sometimes the verisimilitude of the 
Ventriloquist’s act is so great that we can no longer tell where the voice is coming from, which can 
lead to ethical issues. 
The Pulitzer-winning novel Angle of Repose, by Wallace Stegner, written in 1971190 is approximately 
ten percent made up of material directly taken from the letters and other writings of Mary Hallock 
Foote, a nineteenth-century author and illustrator. Stegner used her letters to create the character 
of Susan Burling Ward in Angle of Repose. Despite one member of the Foote family giving him 
permission (and continuing to do so even when he asked whether he should ‘disguise’ the source 
more fully in various ways), the wider Foote family eventually complained about the novel, accusing 
Stegner of stealing Mary Hallock Foote’s work to enhance his own. The peritext of the novel includes 
the second page after the dedication, which reads:
 
‘My thanks to J.M. and her sister for the loan of their ancestors. Though I have used many 
details of their lives and characters, I have not hesitated to warp both personalities and events 
to fictional needs. This is a novel which utilizes selected facts from their real lives. It is in no 
sense a family history.’ 
 
However, the Foote family continued to feel aggrieved and this response was so strong that despite 
the book being written in 1971, the introduction by Jackson J. Benson to my 2006 edition still feels it 
necessary to explain the details of the case:
 
‘Stegner does quote (with some changes) from many of the letters (roughly thirty-five letters 
out of a total of five hundred). There are thirty-eight instances of letter quotation, of various 
lengths, for a total of approximately 61 pages in a book with 555 pages of text, – that is, slightly 
189  Swift, Pleasing Mr Pepys, p.476
190  Stegner, Angle of Repose 
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more than 10 percent of the whole. As small as the percentage may be, however, there is no 
doubt that the letters are an invaluable part of the novel, borrowing the actual words of a real 
correspondence to give, as they do, a feeling of depth and authenticity to Susan Burling Ward’s 
character. It was a brilliant tactic, but one that had ramifications that Stegner did not foresee.’191 
 
D.M. Thomas’ novel The White Hotel192 also received criticism for using direct passages from Babi 
Yar: A Document in the Form of a Novel by Anatoly Kuznetsov193 about the Babi Yar massacre when 
33,771 Jewish civilians were killed in two days, one of the largest mass slaughters of the Holocaust. 
Babi Yar was made up of eyewitness and personal testimonies and Kuznetsov emphasised that it was 
all true (which it could be argued would therefore make it historical record rather than Kuznetsov’s 
own creative work). When challenged, Thomas was very clear that Babi Yar had been a main source 
of inspiration for the overall novel, that ‘I felt it would have been false to try to re-create imaginatively 
what happened,’194 and that a statement in the paratext of the novel clearly drew attention to the use 
of the material (although other critics suggested the statement might imply only one section was used 
rather than several). But this did not stop Martin Amis from suggesting that Thomas’ own work was 
not as good as his source material. ‘The testimony of Dina Pronicheva is unbearably powerful; it is 
the climax of the novel; it is, in plain terms the best bit – and Thomas didn’t write it.’195 Therefore 
there is a risk that the authority of the authorial voice can become lost or suspect because of the 
authorial process.
No doubt because of the reasons given above, it is more common to find only small sections of 
word-for-word accuracy used within a wider fictional setting, such as direct quotes from historical 
documents: letters, adverts, recipes and so on. 
In The Garden of Perfect Brightness, I have used letters home from Jean-Denis Attiret, a French 
Jesuit painter who worked alongside my main Italian character Giuseppe Castiglione and who 
described both the Garden of Perfect Brightness and his own feelings about working in China. In this 
extract from the novel, Jean-Denis’s entire outburst (beginning ‘to be attached’) is taken directly from 
191  Wallace Stegner, Angle of Repose, Penguin Classics 2006 ed., (USA, Doubleday, 1971) pp.xxi-xxii
192  Thomas, The White Hotel
193  Anatoly Kuznetsov, Babi Yar: A Document in the Form of a Novel, (New York, Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1990, originally published 1966, an uncensored edition followed in 1970)
194  Falls Brown, “‘The White Hotel’: D. M. Thomas’s Considerable Debt to Anatoli Kuznetsov and ‘Babi Yar.’” South Central 
Review, vol. 2, no. 2 (1985), pp. 60–79.  https://www.jstor.org/stable/3189150 [accessed on 20 March 2019] p.63
195  Martin Amis, ‘The D.M. Thomas Phenomenon’, Atlantic, April (1983) p.124
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a letter home.196
 
‘It was a hot afternoon when I heard Jean-Denis throw down a brush with a vehement 
exclamation in his own tongue which I took to be a string of oaths.
“Is all well?”
“I do not know how you have borne this life with such patience, Giuseppe! You must be 
a saint.”
I shook my head. “Hardly, Jean-Denis. What troubles you?”
“To be attached to a chain from day to day, to have time to say one’s prayers scarcely even on 
Sundays and feast days, to paint almost nothing according to one’s own taste or aptitudes, to 
meet a thousand other difficulties. It would make me want to return home if I did not believe 
that my brush were useful for the good of religion, to make the Emperor more favourable to 
the missionaries who preach it. That is the only thing that keeps me here!”
I patted his shoulder. “We all of us have such moments,” I told him. “I think perhaps you 
have been working too hard and been cooped up too much in the Forbidden City. I will ask 
permission for us to visit the Yuan Ming Yuan, that you may see something different.”’
 
My main character Giuseppe Castiglione did write letters, but a great deal less than some of his 
contemporaries and those I have read tend to be fairly dry, referring to items needed or work completed 
and addressed to senior members of the Jesuit order rather than personal contacts. I found Attiret’s 
language surprisingly modern in its style and in its frustrated tone it also sounded quite close to 
dialogue rather than the formality often used in letters home. For my own purposes, then, I liked the 
idea of having a small moment of ‘direct’ speech from the past within my scenes featuring Attiret, 
to let his own voice be heard, as it were. His religious faith is also highly apparent here and draws 
attention to Giuseppe’s contrasting lack of religious fervour, as shown during the course of his service 
in China.
Attiret’s ‘voice’ is also used in the paratext (although as can be seen in this instance he is far 
more formal), opening the novel with his description of the Yuan Ming Yuan, the Garden of Perfect 
Brightness:  
196  Kearney, J.F., ‘Brother Castiglione, Artist to Emperors’, in The Four Horsemen 
Ride Again: Portraits of China, (Shanghai, 1940) pp. 33-58
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‘This whole inclosure is called, Yuen-Ming-Yuen (the Garden of Perfect Brightness). There 
is but one Man here; and that is the Emperor. All pleasures are made for him alone. This 
charming place is scarce ever seen by any body but himself, his Women, and his Eunuchs. 
The Princes, and other chief Men of the Country, are rarely admitted any farther than the 
Audience-Chambers. Of all the Europeans that are here, none ever enter’d this Inclosure, 
except   the Clock-makers and Painters; whose Employments make it necessary that they 
should be admitted every where.
(Letter from Jesuit painter Jean-Denis Attiret. Beijing, Nov 1st, 1743)’197
 
Again, I liked the idea of including a direct description coming from someone who saw the Yuan Ming 
Yuan at the time and I also wanted to remind the reader that very few Europeans were ever given the 
privilege of seeing the Garden itself and that those who did included the painters, of whom Giuseppe 
Castiglione was one of the best known. 
A third direct quotation was inserted into the narrative when I found, while trying to provide a 
wider context for Castiglione’s presence in China, the Kangxi Emperor’s response to a Papal Bull 
which disallowed ancestral worship within Christian rites in China. I felt that the response was both 
quite amusingly direct: ‘I have never seen a document which contains so much nonsense;’ and that 
it challenged the cultural and religious superiority that the Jesuits obviously felt towards the Chinese 
people that they were trying to convert: 
 
‘…Westerners are petty indeed… There is not a single Westerner versed in Chinese works… 
their religion is no different from other small, bigoted sects of Buddhism or Taoism.’198
 
Its insertion in the narrative at the point where Castiglione has just arrived in Macao, acts as a 
forewarning that his somewhat arrogant sense of superior artistic talents and style may be about to be 
tested, but also, again, lets us hear the past speaking directly.
 
197  Jean-Denis Attiret, ‘A particular account of the Emperor of China’s gardens near Pekin: in a letter from F. Attiret, a 
French missionary, now employ’d by that emperor to paint the apartments in those gardens, to his friend at Paris’, 
Translated from the French by Beaumont, Harry (London, printed for R. Dodsley and sold by M. Cooper, 1752). 
198  Dun Jen Li, China in Transition, 1517-1911 (New York, Van Nostrand Reinhold 1969)
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Given the lack of freedom and the risk of accusations of plagiarism, then, why are authors drawn to use 
such ventriloquism? Perhaps because history does not always record actual dialogue or documents that 
can easily be understood by modern readers, I think that writers often like to use these direct quotes as 
precious opportunities to get closer to characters and eras. Equally, sometimes such fragments are at 
the edges of what seems believable to us and so including them is almost part of the writer’s ‘anxiety 
of authenticity’ being made manifest. My use of Attiret’s description of the Garden could be argued to 
show up my own anxiety in asserting that yes, it was an amazing place and that hardly any Europeans 
were allowed to see it except certain specific craftsmen including painters. 
Colson Whitehead refers in an interview to using the exact wording from classified advertisements 
to find runaway slaves in his book The Underground Railway, saying that ‘sometimes you can’t 
compete with the actual historical document.’199 Below is one such advert:
 
‘THIRTY DOLLAR REWARD
Ran away from the subscriber, living in Salisbury, on the 5th instant, a negro girl by the name 
of LIZZIE. It is supposed that said girl is in the vicinity of Mrs. Steele’s plantation. I will give 
the above reward on the delivery of the girl, or for information on her being lodged in any Gaol 
in this state. All persons are forewarned of harboring said girl, under penalty of law prescribed. 
W. M. DIXON
July 18 1820’200 
 
Having used a few of these original texts throughout the book Whitehead does, however, then go on 
to create an advert of his own for Cora, his main character, albeit with some distinctly historically 
inaccurate but playful touches of his own:
 
‘RAN AWAY from her legal but not rightful master fifteen months past, a slave girl called 
CORA; of ordinary height and dark brown complexion; has a star-shaped mark on her temple 
from an injury; possessed of a spirited nature and devious method. Possibly answering to the 
name BESSIE. Last seen in Indiana among the outlaws of John Valentine Farm. 
199  Terry Gross, (host) ‘Colson Whitehead’s “Underground Railroad” is A Literal Train to Freedom’, National 
Public Radio (8 Aug 2016) https://www.npr.org/2016/11/18/502558001/colson-whiteheads-underground-
railroad-is-a-literal-train-to-freedom?t=1553005250712 [accessed 20 March 2019]
200  Whitehead, The Underground Railroad p.12
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She has stopped running. 
Reward remains unclaimed. 
SHE WAS NEVER PROPERTY. 
December 23’201 
 
In his Acknowledgements page, Whitehead refers to the runaway slave advertisements as having come 
from the archives of the University of North Carolina, but leaves it to the reader to realise that the 
last one is in fact his own composition, noticing such anomalies as the opening line ‘her legal but 
not rightful master’ which then, more forcefully, becomes ‘SHE WAS NEVER PROPERTY’ in the 
next-to-final line. This playful use of language, which first draws attention to historical facts (not many 
people will have necessarily read actual advertisements for runaway slaves), then mimics but finally 
subverts its original source is a perfect example of how ventriloquism can be used to great effect 
within historical fiction while neither risking accusations of plagiarism nor losing the authorial voice. 
Potentially what is needed to avoid the upset of historians around this specific type of authorial 
process is that Ventriloquist authors should be particularly careful about using material in this way, 
giving more obvious and clear acknowledgement of what they have used (and their reasons for doing 
so). Perhaps using fiction-compatible variations on conventional academic referencing is a useful 
tool to consider. There could also be ‘alliances’ between authors and historians to create books which 
adhere closely to the historical record but which allow for some fictional elements (such as dialogue), 
more in the way of high-quality docu-dramas such as the acclaimed To Walk Invisible,202 which focused 
on the Brontë family but relied heavily on a collaboration with the Brontë Parsonage Museum to strive 
for accuracy. 
The texts I have mentioned here, then, fit my definition of Ventriloquists because they use significant 
word-for-word material from historical documents. This usage has the advantage of allowing us a more 
direct connection to the past (turns of phrase, the actual words used by a character, a sense of the era’s 
attitudes without a present-day filter) but also contain a risk, for the author, of losing their own creative 
voice through over-reliance on source material in a way that may lead to accusations of plagiarism.
 
 
201  Whitehead, The Underground Railroad p.356
202  Sally Wainwright, (Dir.) ‘To Walk Invisible’, BBC One (29 Dec 2016)
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The Mosaic-Maker
I believe that the majority of historical fiction authors fall into this category for the large part of 
their writing. The Mosaic-Maker takes the fragments of an incomplete history (and all histories are 
incomplete to some degree) and adds their own fictional elements to complete the story, much as one 
might find an incomplete Roman mosaic and fill in the missing pieces before mounting it for display 
in a museum. The question, then, is: what has the author seen in the missing pieces? Have they seen 
a four-legged animal missing a head and decided it is a dog, or have they decided it has the head of 
a lion? And would an archeologist agree with their decision? Perhaps the Mosaic-Maker is the type 
of author most likely to distress a historian, for their work frequently appears very realistic and yet 
the difference between a lion and a dog in a narrative is substantial.  In this section I will consider 
two examples from historical fiction: The Boleyn Inheritance by Philippa Gregory203 and The Good 
People,204by Hannah Kent. 
The desire by authors to explore the ‘fragments’ (Jackson) and ‘gaps’ of history or to use such 
absences of information or possibilities for what Mantel calls ‘novelist’s arithmetic’205 often lead 
to moments of play. Where the historical record leaves us with unanswered questions, odd gaps of 
information or tantalising glimpses of something strange occurring, the author of historical fiction may 
choose to create a part or whole fiction based around them. The Boleyn Inheritance focuses on three 
women experiencing the fallout from Anne Boleyn’s untimely end: Jane Boleyn (her sister-in-law) as 
well as Henry’s fourth and fifth wives Anne of Cleves and Catherine Howard. The particular scene I 
wish to explore focuses on Anne of Cleves. The official historical record tells us that Anne of Cleves 
was chosen as Henry the Eight’s fourth wife based on a portrait by Holbein, after which she traveled 
to England for the marriage. But within a day of meeting her Henry was already saying that he did not 
like her and did not wish to marry her. The ceremony went ahead for political reasons but Henry then 
said she so disgusted him that he was unable to consummate the marriage. Within a few months, he 
divorced her. 
History books in my schooldays seemed unable to explain this sudden dislike. They rather weakly 
suggested that Holbein’s portrait perhaps had misrepresented Anne, which seems odd given that he 
was chosen by Henry for the specific task of painting the portraits of various suitable brides, suggesting 
that Henry knew a good likeness was one of Holbein’s strengths. Furthermore, Holbein remained in 
203  Gregory, The Boleyn Inheritance
204  Kent, The Good People
205  Mantel, ‘The Novelist’s Arithmetic’ Wolf Hall (London, Fourth Estate, 2009) p.12
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favour at court after the disappointing marriage. Anne was also considered a good fit for the beauty 
ideals of the time and even for Henry’s personal tastes based on prior wives and mistresses. Even as 
a schoolchild, I recall being unconvinced by the tentative explanation, which did not seem to account 
for the historical facts that followed. 
In The Boleyn Inheritance, Gregory takes a first-hand account written by the Spanish ambassador 
on observing the first meeting between the king and his bride-to-be and links it to a known historical 
fact about Henry’s character and behaviour to create a devastating scene in the book and a very 
plausible explanation for Henry’s rejection of Anne. 
Henry was known throughout his life for enjoying dressing up in disguise as a mysterious 
nobleman (with his gentlemen in attendance also in disguise) and then arriving at court or events and 
approaching his wives or mistresses. The point of the disguise from Henry’s perspective was that the 
lady he approached should be much taken with the mysterious man, thereby ‘proving’ that Henry was 
handsome and charming in his own right and not just because he was the king. Given that the whole 
court knew what Henry looked like, this game was as much played on the part of the courtiers and 
ladies as on Henry’s side, but certainly it was a common occurrence, being referred to on multiple 
occasions in the historical record. In the early part of Henry’s life, of course, Henry really was the 
‘perfect’ prince, being young, handsome, extremely physically fit and eligible. However, by the time 
Anne of Cleves met him in 1540, Henry was 49 years old (Anne was 24), obese and afflicted with 
an ulcer in his leg, which had a putrid smell. Anne had not yet arrived in London when Henry (in 
disguise) rode out to meet her at Rochester. The Spanish ambassador Eustace Chapuys described the 
encounter like this:
 
‘On New Year’s Eve the duke of Norfolk with other knights and the barons of the exchequer 
received her grace on the heath, two miles beyond Rochester, and so brought her to the abbey 
of Rochester where she stayed that night and all New Years Day. And on New Years Day in the 
afternoon the king’s grace with five of his privy chamber, being disguised with mottled cloaks 
with hoods so that they should not be recognized, came secretly to Rochester, and so went up 
into the chamber where the said Lady Anne was looking out of a window to see the bull-baiting 
which was going on in the courtyard, and suddenly he embraced and kissed her, and showed 
here a token which the king had sent her for New Year’s gift, and she being abashed and not 
knowing who it was thanked him, and so he spoke with her. But she regarded him little, but 
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always looked out the window…. and when the king saw that she took so little notice of his 
coming he went into another chamber and took off his cloak and came in again in a coat of 
purple velvet. And when the lords and knights saw his grace they did him reverence…. and 
then her grace humbled herself lowly to the king’s majesty…’206
 
But Gregory chooses for the encounter to be more dramatic, which it may well have been: the 
ambassador, after all, was a diplomat and even writing that the bride-to-be showed very little interest 
in the king seems quite an undiplomatic thing to say, perhaps hinting at something more. In the novel 
the scene is narrated by Jane Boleyn, an accomplished courtier, who watches in horror as Anne, not 
recognising the king, whom she has after all never met, fails to play the game:
‘And then suddenly, a bulky man I don’t know, a stranger smelling of sweat and wine and 
horses, pushes in front of us, into the window bay where we are standing, pushes rudely in 
front of me, and says to the Lady Anne, “I bring you greetings from the King of England,” and 
he kisses her, full on the mouth. 
At once I turn to shout for the guards. This is an old man of nearly fifty, a fat man, old 
enough to be her father. She thinks at once that he is some drunk fool who has managed to push 
his way into her chamber. She has greeted a hundred men, a thousand men, with a smile and 
an extended hand and now this man, wearing a marbled cape and a hood pulled over his head, 
comes up to her and pushes his face into hers and puts his slobbery mouth on hers.
Then I bite off my shout of alarm. I see his height, and I see the men who have come in 
with him in matching capes, and I know him at once for the king… I don’t curtsey because he 
is in disguise. I learned from Katherine of Aragon herself that one should never see through 
his disguises, he loves to unmask and wait for everyone to exclaim that they had no idea who 
the handsome stranger was, that they admired him for himself, without knowing he was our 
wonderful young king.
And so, because I cannot warn the Lady Anne… She pushes him away, two firm hands 
against his fat chest, and her face, sometimes so dull and stolid, is burning with colour. She is 
a modest woman, an untouched girl, and she is horrified that this man should come and insult 
206  Marilee Hanson, The first meeting of Anne of Cleves and Henry VIII (24 Feb 2015) https://
englishhistory.net/tudor/anne-of-cleves-and-henry-viii-marriage [accessed 21 Aug 2018]
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her. She rubs the back of her hand over her face to erase the taste of his lips. Then, terribly, she 
turns her head and spits his saliva from her mouth…
He stumbles back, he the great king, almost falls back before her contempt. Never in his 
life has a woman pushed him away, never in his life has he seen any expression in a woman’s 
face but desire and welcome. He is stunned. In her flushed face and bright, offended gaze he 
sees the first honest opinion of himself that he has ever known. In a terrible, blinding flash he 
sees himself as he really is: an old man, long past his prime, no longer handsome, no longer 
desirable… the terrible realization that he is old and ill and one day he will die. He is no longer 
the handsomest prince in Christendom, he is a foolish old man who thought he could put on a 
cape and a hood and ride out to meet a girl of twenty-four and she would admire the handsome 
stranger, and fall in love with the king.’207
 
In Gregory’s version, Anne’s fate is sealed as soon as she does not recognise the king. She has failed 
to take part in the game, she has failed to make Henry feel handsome and desirable and so Henry takes 
against her. Gregory has looked at a mosaic: the mysterious rejection by Henry of Anne, one brief and 
diplomatic description of their first encounter, the knowledge of Henry’s vanity and the games he liked 
to play to assuage that vanity. From those pieces Gregory creates a new picture: while maintaining 
the two ‘facts’ on either side of the description of the encounter, she heightens the moment where 
Anne rejects Henry (‘not knowing who it was… she regarded him little… when the king saw that she 
took so little notice of his coming’) into a disastrous faux pas (‘he kisses her, full on the mouth… she 
pushes him away… her bright offended gaze… she spits his saliva from her mouth’), one that will 
have serious consequences and which gives a very convincing answer to the question of why Henry 
took against Anne the moment he met her. Returning to Deborah Swift’s notion of historical fiction 
aiming for ‘emotional accuracy,’ certainly Gregory’s account gives a jolt of emotion to the Spanish 
ambassador’s careful account of this first meeting. We can imagine for ourselves what it might feel 
like to play games (and lose) with a man who has already beheaded one wife, what reaction we might 
have as a woman being suddenly kissed by a stranger whilst awaiting her betrothed. Swift’s ‘emotional 
accuracy’ could also reflect Aristotle’s ‘universal truths’:
 
207  Gregory, The Boleyn Inheritance, pp.76-78 
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‘…the poet’s job is not relating what actually happened, but rather the kind of thing that would 
happen… For this reason poetry is more philosophical and more serious than history; poetry 
utters universal truths, history particular statements. The universal truths concern what befits a 
person of a certain kind to say or do in accordance with probability and necessity – and that is 
the aim of poetry, even if it makes use of proper names.’208
 
Here, we can see that Gregory is playing with her knowledge of Henry’s character to answer a historical 
conundrum using exactly Aristotle’s ‘the kind of thing that would happen’. Repeatedly, the historical 
record shows us Henry’s vanity, his desire for praise and his arrogant assumption that he is always 
desired. She has read about his games of disguise and, finding the game mentioned here, at a crucial 
moment for Henry and Anne’s relationship when Henry is no longer the golden prince he once was, 
she increases the dramatic potential of the moment by focusing on Anne’s possible response to being 
suddenly kissed by someone she does not know. It is a tiny mosaic piece to add, but it hugely changes 
the narrative, in a way that actually fits the subsequent facts very neatly, something which historians 
seem unable or unwilling to speculate on. Even a more recent ‘official’ version of events, from historian 
David Starkey’s The Six Wives of Henry VIII (a 2003 book209 followed by a 2007 TV documentary210) 
oddly chooses to show (in the documentary) the disguised encounter but omits the historically recorded 
kiss and Anne’s possible response to it, only showing her being not very interested in a man (Henry) 
who offers her a gift. The programme then continues to emphasise the ‘mystery’ of Henry’s reaction. 
Gregory’s own Author’s Note makes her position clear: ‘I believe it was the disastrous meeting at 
Rochester that caused Henry to reject (Anne) out of grievously wounded vanity.’211 This particular text 
is a very interesting example of Mosaic Making, because here the fictional version seems to offer such 
a clear (and accurately sourced) answer to the historical question of what happened that it seems odd 
that historians would not at least suggest it as a possibility to be considered. 
 
Mosaic-makers frequently include ‘composite’ characters, events, relationships etc. in their works, 
that is to say, made up of multiple sources, so that, in the example of a character, no one person can 
be said to be being portrayed but the sources used mean that the eventual composite character created 
208  Aristotle, Poetics
209  David Starkey, Six Wives: The Queens of Henry VIII (USA, Harper Collins, 2003)
210  David Starkey, The Six Wives of Henry VIII (Documentary, Channel Four, 2007)
211  Gregory, The Boleyn Inheritance, p.515
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is faithful to those sources in how they think, behave and live. This kind of creation may happen for a 
number of reasons.
Returning to the concept of anxiety of authenticity, some authors find it difficult to portray a single 
historical character, being concerned that they will not represent them accurately. Margaronis herself 
failed to complete a planned historical novel covering the civil war in Greece (1946-1949)212 through 
feeling immobilised by her anxiety of authenticity: both in writing about her parents’ generation rather 
than direct personal experience and also how to write about extremely difficult personal decisions 
taken by women at the time (such as having their children taken away for refusing to collaborate). 
Historical fiction author Michael Bedo refers to being immobilised by:
 
‘…the responsibility I felt as a gay man towards the gay men that had lived through the 
criminalisation of homosexuality. This responsibility sent me back to the archives where I 
spent months attempting to form a deep understandings of these experiences. For this reason, 
my extensive archival research often had an immobilising effect upon my writing as I searched, 
often in vain, for testimonies that could support the characters and events I was writing about. 
Consequently I shifted my focus to fictional protagonists…’213 
 
This shift therefore, he felt, gave him the ‘freedom’ to write. 
Equally, there may be instances in which an author requires something specific from a character 
and finds it easier to create their own fictional character with whom they can explore a certain theme 
or concept than to use historical characters who may not match the needs of the specific ‘play’ being 
engaged in.  Edward Rutherford, in his historical novel Paris,214 used a fictional priest to explore the 
belief in the divine right of kings, a concept important to that era. In The Dressmaker of Dachau215 by 
Mary Chamberlain, set in World War Two, we follow the life of a woman who is badly traumatised 
during the war, despite apparently being on the periphery of it. For a large part of the war she is 
effectively a slave-dressmaker to a Commander’s wife, kept prisoner in a room within a house just 
outside the Dachau camp, yet has no idea of how the war is progressing or what else is going on 
around her. Following her eventual release, the novel shows the continuing traumatic effects of this 
212  Maria Margaronis, personal conversation. (2017)
213  Michael Bedo, A Tale of the Old City: Queering the National Narrative, (PhD, University of Surrey, 2016) p.27
214  Edward Rutherford, Paris, (New York, Doubleday, 2013)
215  Mary Chamberlain, The Dressmaker of Dachau (London, HarperCollins, 2015)
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experience including a courtroom interrogation where her experiences of the war are denigrated as not 
being as hard or traumatic as those of the men who fought in it. This book appears to explore the issue 
of just how far out the ripples of war can spread, damaging not just those in the obvious ‘centre’ of it 
(actual combat) but having a detrimental effect for many years and at a great distance from the act of 
warfare itself and therefore uses a fictional character in an unusual situation to demonstrate this. 
Andrea Levy, in the author’s note for her novel The Long Song, explicitly says that she set out with 
a deliberate ‘play’ in mind: to make the descendants of slaves feel proud of their ancestors:
 
‘At a conference in London, several years ago, the topic for discussion was the legacy of 
slavery. A young woman stood up to ask a heartfelt question of the panel: How could she 
be proud of her Jamaican roots, she wanted to know, when her ancestors had been slaves? I 
cannot recall the panel’s response to the woman’s question but, as I sat silently in the audience, 
I do remember my own. Of Jamaican heritage myself, I wondered why anyone would feel 
any ambivalence or shame at having a slave ancestry? Had she never felt the sentiments once 
expressed to me by a Jamaican acquaintance of mine? ‘If our ancestors survived the slave 
ships they were strong. If they survived the plantations they were clever.’ It is a rich and proud 
heritage. It was at that moment that I felt something stirring in me. Could a novelist persuade 
this young woman to have pride in her slave ancestors through telling her a story?’ 216
 
With this aim in mind, she created a wholly fictional slave and their story to enable her to do this, 
rather than be tied to a specific historical character and their life.
 
Finally, there are also multiple marginalised histories (women, gay people, slaves, ‘witches’, etc.) 
where the record is not so much a slightly damaged mosaic as a deliberately obscured or heavily 
damaged image, where the gaps sometimes outweigh the remaining material and there is little choice 
but to create a composite character, event or relationship. Here a large part of the ‘play’ by the author 
lies in reconstructing those histories, aware of their importance to the ‘descendants’ of those people. 
Bedo talks about ‘recovering marginalised and largely forgotten histories’:217 a desire to create a 
continuity of history that has been broken by the official record refusing to acknowledge or include 
216  Andrea Levy, The Long Song, 2011 ed. (London, Headline Review, 2010) p.405
217  Michael Bedo, A Tale of the Old City: Queering the National Narrative, (PhD, University of Surrey, 2016) p.19
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these and other narratives. He cites Emma Donaghue in feeling that a community needs its own history 
to exist or risk feeling not part of history as a whole: 
 
‘Doan and Waters have commented on how the suppression or absence of lesbian activity from 
the historical record has “limited the constituency across which a lesbian genealogy might be 
traced, and made it difficult for women to imagine themselves as participants in an unbroken 
tradition of same-sex love.”’218
 
Hayden White’s theory about ‘retrospective ancestral substitution’219 could also be considered relevant 
when thinking about marginalised histories: if the descendants of slaves might struggle to find out 
much about their real ancestors, mostly forgotten as individuals since the official records named them 
only on their respective bills of sale, perhaps reading about a ‘composite’ ancestor can go some way 
towards filling the historical gap. Roberts comments that many museums find themselves providing a 
space for ancestral substitution to take place, much as the historical novel might:
 
‘At a time when ethnic groups are seeking to renew their cultural ties, museums present a 
natural gathering place for them to revisit their history and culture…Some museums have 
assumed responsibility for presenting community rituals or ceremonies…  various cultural 
groups increasingly participate with exhibitors in the interpretation of their culture through 
demonstrations of craftmaking, song or dance.’220
 
The Mosaic-Maker may be intrigued by how little information is available on a given set of people in 
a given era and seek to create, from the fragments (and the gaps) a new vision of the past, one which 
includes rather than excludes narratives considered irrelevant or inconvenient to the historic record of 
the time. Gilmour talks about the expulsion of Sephardic Jews from Spain in 1492 and looks at how 
historical fiction written in contemporary times seeks to reconstruct the lost narrative:
 
‘These historical novels… provide a space in which the victims of Spain’s past (what 
philosopher Reyes Mate calls “the absent of history”), who have previously been excluded, 
218 
219  Hayden White, The Fiction of Narrative (Baltimore, The John Hopkins University Press, 2010) p. 132
220  Roberts, From Knowledge to Narrative, pp. 148-149
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can take centre stage.’221
 
Sometimes the Mosaic-Maker is not just trying to create a composite person or individual scene but 
an entire composite culture, as in The Good People by author of historical fiction, Hannah Kent. 
The book, shortlisted for the Walter Scott prize for historical fiction, centres on three women in rural 
Ireland in 1825. Nance is the local ‘wise woman’, Nóra, a recently widowed woman who has also 
lost her grown-up daughter and Mary, a young girl whom Nóra employs to help her look after her 
grandson, Micheál. Micheál is afflicted with an unknown wasting disease, which Nance declares is 
evidence that he is a changeling, an idea seized upon by Nóra who is deep in grief. In their attempts 
to remove the ‘fairy’ from him, the child ends up drowned. In an article on the book called ‘How 
much Actual History do you need for a Historical Fiction Novel?’ Kent recalls that although her 
inspiration was initially based on an actual court case, the only information she could find was two 
brief newspaper articles, which gave only the basic facts of the trial, and that there were three women 
involved. It stated that the murder was ‘committed under the delusion of the grossest superstition’222 
and it is this culture of superstition that Kent plays with in the narrative, with examples of local rituals, 
superstitions, sayings and cures featuring on almost every page.  
The book begins with a ‘Traditional Irish Murder Ballad’ involving an old woman living in the 
woods who kills a child and is hung for murder, followed by a saying, ‘Death is the Physician of the 
Poor’, which introduces Part One of the book. The chapter names are all plants used in traditional 
healing (Yarrow, Nettle, Coltsfoot, etc.). When Nóra’s husband dies at the beginning of the book, the 
locals gather for a wake and immediately begin to speak of seeing magpies, of the weather having 
changed, of the symbolic location of his heart-attack (at the crossroads where suicides are buried). 
Nance’s first appearance, to keen at the wake, is marked by referring to her as a ‘herb-hag’, then as 
‘a handy woman’, with some members of the community uncomfortable in her presence. A young 
pregnant woman is told she should not be in a house where death is, but cannot then leave without salt 
in her pocket and a person with her in case of drawing the attention of the Good People (fairies). Both 
the local doctor and the priest offer neither support nor explanations for what befalls the community 
as Micheál worsens, the cows go dry and a woman has a stillborn baby. Meanwhile a domestically 
abused wife asks but does not receive help in putting a curse on her husband and in the end takes 
221  Nicola Gilmour, ‘Representing and Accounting for the Expulsion of the Sephardic Jews in Contemporary 
Spanish Historical Fiction’, Journal of Modern Jewish Studies, vol.16 (2017), pp.236-254
222  Kent, How Much Actual History do You Need for a Historical Novel?
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matters into her own hands.
 
‘Irish folklore provided explanations for and solutions to otherwise taboo issues, including 
mental illness, disability and even marital problems (in Kent’s novel, a long-suffering wife 
tries to set a piseóg, or curse, on her physically abusive husband). Being able to blame the 
fairies when in a helpless situation afforded people a certain sense of agency, Kent says. The 
novel allowed her to probe the psychology of folklore belief as both a means of empowerment 
and entrapment.’223 
 
All of this constant culture of superstition creates an atmosphere in which even representatives of the 
Church, supposedly disbelieving of such ‘pagan’ ideas, can be swayed. The new, young priest in the 
area, when asked to come and bless the ailing Micheál, refuses and refers with scorn to the previous, 
now dead priest having been accepting of this culture:
 
‘“Acted the fairy doctor? Presumed to act the fantastic ecclesiastical? Father O’Reilly, may 
God rest his soul, had no right to engage in these vestiges of pagan rites.”’224 
 
Even a farm task as prosaic as milking is turned into a complex set of rituals, reflecting both the lack 
of control over the outcome and at the same time its huge importance to impoverished households 
(women often paid the rent with butter from the milking). 
 
‘But the milk came meager, and across the valley only a long churn would bring the butter 
against the dash. When at last it broke, the women, relieved, took a small ball of the fat and 
smeared it on the walls of their homes. They twisted the staff three times and placed it across the 
mouth of the churn, and some tied twigs of rowan on the dash. Others salted the wooden lids…
“Have you tried a horseshoe?” Áine was saying. “Sure, himself can find you a shoe of one 
heating and if you tie it to the churn it will bring the butter.”
“Faith, just a nail would do it.”
223  Donna Lu, ‘Folklore and order: Hannah Kent dives into an Irish world of faith and fantasy,’ The Guardian, 
(26 Sep 2016) https://www.theguardian.com/books/australia-books-blog/2016/sep/26/hannah-kent-the-
good-people-dives-into-an-irish-world-of-faith-and-fantasy [accessed on 20 March 2019]
224  Kent, The Good People, p.132
274
“Or three springs of yarrow in the pail when you milk.”
“And don’t be singing or drinking while you churn. Or starting something with your man. 
Butter will never come if you’re combing and carding each other.”’225 
 
This culture of superstition is so compellingly built throughout the narrative that even when the court 
case at the end allows the women to plead as their defence that they were trying to ‘put the fairy 
out of it (Micheál)’ and to be acquitted on these grounds, it seems only in keeping with the culture 
in which the women are immersed. A review of The Good People referred to it as ‘a serious and 
compelling novel about how those in desperate circumstances cling to ritual as a bulwark against their 
own powerlessness.’226 Kent, through her play with the constant, repetitive minutiae of superstition, 
creates a situation in which a child’s murder can be excused because of a belief in fairies while the 
mother of a stillborn child is blamed because she did not complete the ritual of visiting the blacksmith 
to ‘blow the bellows’. 
 
Kent is very aware of her authorial process as a Mosaic-Maker and writes eloquently about it:
 
‘I never found anything more concerning the life of Ann Roche (Nance) other than the 
information contained in those two newspaper articles, found four years apart. And yet, 
those brief articles contained enough information to guide my wider research. I seized on the 
possibility of three central characters, rather than one. I turned my attention to pre-famine 
Ireland’s rich folk culture, and to the herbalism and belief in “sympathetic magic” practiced by 
“fairy doctors.” I spoke with librarians, curators and academics in Dublin, Cork and Killarney 
to ascertain what might have happened prior to the trial, and to learn what kinds of lives 
these women would have led, according to the various social statuses ascribed to each in the 
newspaper report. I immersed myself in information until I felt saturated with familiarity—if 
not of the specific facts regarding the lives of these women, then certainly of the world in 
which they lived…The Good People was written within the realms of the plausible. All but the 
conclusion of the book—the incidents described in the only primary source material I could 
find—is invented, and yet all invention is so heavily influenced by what is known about similar 
225  Kent, The Good People, pp.159-160
226  Graeme Macrae Burnet, ‘The Good People by Hannah Kent review – beware the fairies’ The Guardian, (3 Feb 2017) 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/feb/03/the-good-people-by-hannah-kent-review [accessed 20 March 2019]
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criminal cases, about folkloric practices, about the lives of women who lived in poverty in 
rural Ireland, that the warp and weft, the play between fact and fiction, cannot be separated. Is 
it true? No. Is it false? No, not that either. It is somewhere in between. An approximation. A 
likelihood. A work of possibility.’227
 
It is Kent’s notion of ‘a work of possibility’ that I think best describes the ‘play’ of a Mosaic-Maker. 
Centred in the realism that is the writing style of this type of historical fiction, it is nevertheless created 
out of tiny fragments. A very similar authorial inspiration and subsequent narrative is Beloved, by Toni 
Morrison,228 where Morrison took as inspiration a brief mention of a true story about a woman who 
killed her own child rather than return it to slavery and then deliberately did not research the story 
further. Instead, she used her ‘play’ to explore what would lead someone to commit such an act and 
the consequences of that act on those around its perpetrator, as well as tracing a route back to show 
how the institution of slavery itself caused the act in the first place. Beloved, of course, also brings 
in the notion of the titular ghost who haunts her mother and therefore could well take its place in the 
Magician section of this chapter, as it uses an element of magical realism.
Beloved is a good example of a particular focus of many Mosaic-Makers and of the historical fiction 
genre as a whole, which is to comb through the historical record to find fragments and gaps relating 
to groups of marginalised people. Hayden White talks about ‘retrospective ancestral substitution’ in 
his essay ‘What is a Historical System?’ He suggests that humans have, at certain key times, chosen a 
new set of ancestors, creating a fictional line of descent which allows them to change their behaviour 
quite radically, in effect re-writing their story. He asks why the Roman Empire faltered and fell while 
Christianity suddenly grew in importance and suggests that: 
 
‘What happened between the third and eight centuries was that men ceased to regard themselves 
as descendents of their Roman forebears and began to treat themselves as descendants of their 
Judeo-Christian predecessors. And it was the constitution of this fictional cultural ancestry 
that signaled the abandonment of the Roman sociocultural system.’ 229(Original emphasis).
 
White’s hypothesis focuses on non-fiction, but can easily be recognised in a particular approach to 
227  Kent, How Much Actual History do You Need for a Historical Novel?
228  Toni Morrison, Beloved, Vintage 2007 ed. (New York, Knopf, 1987)
229  Hayden White, The Fiction of Narrative (Baltimore, The John Hopkins University Press, 2010) p. 132
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fictional narratives about the past, whereby fictional characters (or unearthed non-fictional characters) 
‘stand in’ for missing histories, these fictional characters (or those rare examples of recorded but 
usually overlooked peoples) come to represent the missing ancestors for which we may feel a need.   
In a recent article for The Guardian230, author Colin Grant talks about black authors feeling a 
combination of wishing to ‘move on’ from slavery (including writing about it) and at the same time 
being drawn to the subject because they feel that its effects are still being felt and that black voices in 
particular still need to be heard:
 
‘In D’Aguiar’s The Longest Memory (1994) the elderly slave Whitechapel inadvertently betrays 
his runaway son, who is captured, whipped and dies. At the start of the novel, Whitechapel 
pleads to the reader: “Don’t make me remember. I forget as hard as I can.” Whitechapel’s 
dilemma is one that resonates with many black people, myself included, who feel ambivalent 
about the depiction of slavery; there’s a reluctance to revisit and be continually associated with 
its tortured past. Can’t we just move on? Not yet, argue authors such as Battle-Felton, who sees 
Remembered “as a form of advocacy”. “We’re still living that painful consequence of slavery 
and are daily touched by its racism. I was aware when writing the book that black people were 
being killed by police at an alarming rate in the US, that the narrative hadn’t changed.”’
 
While authors consider how to recreate such lost histories, readers may find reading about these 
histories (especially those of a traumatic era) to be a form of apologising for the injustices of the 
past. By exploring and engaging with such narratives they heighten their own awareness of the issues 
raised, as Smith writes about a woman visiting heritage sites connected to slavery and Smith’s sense 
that such visits constituted a form of ‘representational apology’: 
 
‘Her act of coming to the museum is an acknowledgement of the history of British enslavement, 
and that by acknowledging that a lot of heritage properties she visits, like the Welsh castle 
she mentions, were involved she is enacting or representing her apology – she is performing 
the apology.’231
230  Grant, Colin, ‘We’re Still Living with Slavery,’ The Guardian (23 March 2019) https://www.
theguardian.com/books/2019/mar/23/colin-grant-slavery-novels [accessed 16 July 2019]
231 Laurajane Smith, ‘The ‘Doing’ of Heritage: Heritage as Performance’, in Performing Heritage, ed. 
by Jackson, Anthony and Kidd, Jenny (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2012)
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It might also be worth considering that authors, by writing about these events, might also be performing 
apologies and that this, too, might be seen as a purpose of playframe. Almost the first thing you find 
out, when researching the Yuan Ming Yuan, is that this legendary garden was burnt to the ground by 
British and French troops during the Opium Wars, something which triggered a sense of shame in me 
simply for being British, despite having no personal link to the destruction. It probably contributed to 
a desire to really evoke, within the novel, a sense of the beauty and unusual nature of the place in the 
past. Perhaps Magicians show this most clearly when, trying to approach traumatic eras, they override 
historical accuracy in their efforts to achieve Swift’s ‘emotional accuracy’ and Aristotle’s ‘universal 
truths’. 
 
In writing The Garden of Perfect Brightness’ central (and wholly fictional) romance between the two 
main characters, Giuseppe Castiglione and Niuhuru, I used a series of fragments about Castiglione’s 
life (very little is recorded in detail about Niuhuru’s) to create the possibility that he might have fallen 
in love with Niuhuru. The two knew one another for over forty years, her son (the future Qianlong 
Emperor) was recorded as being ‘filial’ towards Castiglione (this is a serious obligation in Chinese 
culture) and Niuhuru insisted that Castiglione should accept an honour which he attempted to decline. 
Castiglione seemed to show a lack of religious interest: he was a painter before the Jesuits recruited 
him for the mission rather than the other way round, he took a very long time to take his vows, etc. 
These fragments could have been used in various ways, of course, but part of my purpose in writing a 
romance was as a metaphor to explain how it was that Castiglione was the first painter to successfully 
bridge the gap between Western and Chinese forms of painting. His predecessors in the role had tried 
and failed: they had to adapt to the Chinese style or face displeasure from their imperial patron for 
using the chiaroscuro technique, as the heavy shading to give a more three-dimensional effect was 
deemed ‘inauspicious’ for looking like dirt on the faces of portrait-sitters. Somehow, Castiglione was 
able to both incorporate aspects of the style and symbolism used in Chinese painting but add a subtler 
variation of chiaroscuro as well as introducing Western perspective, combining the two forms into 
something accepted and indeed admired by both cultures. The romance, for me, was an example of 
what Margaronis calls ‘the little door into the big space’232: a symbol of Castiglione ‘falling in love’ 
232  Maria Margaronis, personal conversation. (2017)
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with China and being able to form a ‘relationship’ with its culture, resulting in a union of painting 
styles that was to prove his lasting legacy to art. In the book, many of Castiglione’s artistic difficulties 
and failures come when he spends time with those in authority (his imperial patrons, court officials 
and eunuch overseers), as in this scene when he misunderstands the exact nature of a commission 
from Prince Yong, Niuhuru’s husband, his own cultural references clashing with those of the country 
in which he finds himself:
 
‘“It will be a screen,” specified the Prince. “It will be used to adorn this room and it should be 
titled ‘The Screen of Twelve Beauties.’”
I found myself wondering whether this seemingly severe and dutiful man was asking me to 
paint for him the kind of images of a woman that in my own country might be concealed within 
snuff boxes and other trinkets, for a man’s personal viewing pleasures. Surely the prince was 
not asking me to paint such images on a large screen to decorate his study?
“I would like each lady to be viewed within a setting of nature,” the prince continued. “And 
to show her perhaps undertaking a task to indicate her breeding and cultured mind. Reading, 
or perhaps studying a work of art… You can bring me the first one to approve within a month, 
along with your ideas for the others.”
I nodded, still uncertain of what exactly the prince was asking of me. I did not dare to ask 
for clarification, even as I bowed on leaving his presence.’ 
 
Meanwhile his ‘breakthroughs’ and moments of artistic success correspond to his meetings and 
growing closeness to Niuhuru, as in this early scene when, after an unexpected night-time encounter 
watching fireflies in the Yuan Ming Yuan, Giuseppe brings Niuhuru a painting showing a childhood 
memory he has previously shared with her:
 
‘When Giuseppe arrives I am unsure whether I should refer to our evening together, but he 
surprises me by laying some scraps of paper on my table. 
“What are these?” I ask, expecting perhaps rough sketches for his floral composition. 
“Something I drew last night when I could not sleep,” he says. 
I look down at the little scraps. A building, strange in its form to my eyes, made of stone 
clad with tumbling roses. A garden, neatly tended. Between the rows of vegetables, two little 
279
boys, their arms outstretched while tiny pinpoints in the air elude their grasp. I stare. The 
painting is not like any I have ever seen, it seems alive, as though it were a model rather than 
a flat painting.
“You and your brother catching fireflies in your grandmother’s garden,” I murmur and he 
smiles when he meets my gaze, although his eyes glisten for a moment. 
“I think I have found a way to paint which may be accepted here,” he says and I can hear 
excitement in his voice. “Instead of dark shading I am using tonal shading: you see, here, the 
darker green against the lighter green which gives the depth but without seeming too dark. Do 
you think it will be accepted?”
“It looks as though it is real,” I say. “It is beautiful.”’ 
 
This ‘play’ allowed me to build up a composite image of Castiglione’s progress towards the style that 
eventually defined him, using both negative and positive encounters along the way with the ‘official’ 
face of China’s culture and a more romantic coming to understand and embrace that culture serving as 
contrasts to one another.
 
In The Underground Railroad, Whitehead follows a slave called Cora as she journeys through different 
states. In each state she visits, slavery takes on a very different form. In Georgia, Cora lives on a large-
scale cotton plantation, familiar to many readers from popular tropes of the slavery novel. Arriving in 
South Carolina after running away she finds an initially benevolent-seeming system of the government 
owning former slaves, housing, feeding, schooling them and giving them work. This utopia turns sour 
when Cora realises there is a mass forced sterilisation programme taking place for the women while 
the men are being used to study the spread of syphilis (drawn from the infamous Tuskegee Study 
of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro Male of the 1930s-1970s). In North Carolina, slavery has been 
entirely abolished and any slave found is immediately killed. In Tennessee, Cora finds a communal 
farm owned and farmed by black people, where she is happy for a time. 
Whitehead satirised the risk of producing a clichéd slavery novel in a previous essay for the New 
York Times, entitled ‘What to Write Next’, where he ran through a long list of potential genres and 
subgenres for a writer to choose from, including: 
 
‘Southern Novel of Black Misery: Slip on your sepia-tinted goggles and investigate the legacy 
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of slavery that still reverberates to this day… Invent nutty transliterations of what you think 
slaves talked like. But hurry up – the hounds are a-gittin’ closer!’233
 
Although he did not quite manage to avoid some of the tropes/traps he mentions (there are indeed 
hounds hunting down various slaves), Whitehead took a new approach to an established subgenre, 
saying his concept was that: ‘the book is rebooting every time the person goes to a different state.’234 
Allowing his slave narrator to travel to different states (and using different time periods mixed together: 
the book was initially going to involve time-travelling), what emerges is a mosaic image of how black 
people were treated both during and after slavery, across both space and time: ‘…not sticking to the 
facts allowed me to combine different forms of racial hysteria.’235 
Whitehead’s freedom to ‘play’ with this idea ironically came from his time spent examining 
archives of slave narratives:
 
‘… my main research was reading slave narratives… there are thousands of these accounts 
– some are paragraphs. Some are three pages… And it was a great resource just to get… the 
variety of a plantation experience. Slavery was one thing in Maryland in the 1780s. It was 
another thing in Georgia once the, you know, the cotton boom starts up in the early 1800s. 
There are plantations that are – that have two slaves, plantations that have 80 slaves. And, you 
know, just seeing the variety of the slave experience allowed me to have less anxiety about 
making my own plantation because there’s so many different combinations that existed.’236
 
The work of the Mosaic-Maker is very much echoed by the work of many historians of course, 
although they are less inclined to ‘play’ with what they find and indeed would probably prefer to leave 
an unknown mosaic animal without its head and simply acknowledge the possible options. Historian 
Valerie Hope reflects on this in her book Death in Ancient Rome. Since writers of the Roman period 
did not see fit to set down exactly what went on at a Roman funeral, one can only create an idea of 
what would have gone on by piecing together material from multiple sources, including literature, 
headstones, decorative carvings, fleeting mentions of an important person’s funeral, etc.:
233  Colson Whitehead, ‘What to Write Next,’ The New York Times, (29 Oct 2009) https://www.
nytimes.com/2009/11/01/books/review/Whitehead-t.html [accessed 21 March 2019]
234  Gross, ‘Colson Whitehead’s “Underground Railroad” is A Literal Train to Freedom’ 
235  Gross, ‘Colson Whitehead’s “Underground Railroad” is A Literal Train to Freedom’ 
236  Gross, ‘Colson Whitehead’s “Underground Railroad” is A Literal Train to Freedom’ 
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‘Gaining insights into Roman society can be a process of gathering together bits and pieces 
to assemble the whole. The danger is that we will build a composite picture that, by drawing 
together evidence of different types, from different places, periods and social groups, may 
never have been a reality for anyone! For this reason the evaluation of the context and purpose 
of individual sources remains crucial.’237 
 
It is for this reason of evaluation that I think that writers of historical fiction can benefit enormously 
from working closely with a historian of the era they are writing about. This has two possible benefits: 
the writer can gain greater insight into whether their eventual mosaic image makes sense, but also 
the historian may find it interesting to understand the ‘play’ of the writer and recognise it for what 
it is – a deliberate and meaningful engagement with the material – rather than mistake it for mere 
misunderstanding or ignorance of the historical record.
 
The texts chosen for this section fit into my categorisation of Mosaic Makers because they either focus 
on or bring together small parts (such as words, events, situations, characters) to create a bigger picture 
or clearer image of the past (or the author’s vision of it). The end product may well be a fiction but the 
smaller parts that make it are drawn from the historical record and so contain within them elements of 
fact. Often, they are attempting to solve a historical question or a gap in the historical record: why or 
how something happened, and because of missing information they are using fiction to find an answer. 
I think that most historical fiction could be said to fall into this category since it most broadly offers a 
glimpse into the hybrid nature of the genre and the authorial process that creates it, but certain texts, 
such as those I have chosen to use here, offer a particularly clear example of this approach.
 
 
The Magician
Where the Ventriloquist risks accusations of plagiarism to ensure historical accuracy and the Mosaic-
Maker maintains realism in order to achieve ‘authenticity’ in their writing, the Magician grants 
themselves absolute freedom through their writing choices. In so doing they often stray into other 
237  Valerie Hope, Death in Ancient Rome (London, Routledge, 2007) p.7
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subgenres, including magical realism (narratives which include a magical element but include it as 
though it were part of normal everyday life: talking animals, mythical beings, returning from the 
dead, etc.).
The Magician allows things to happen that the reader knows at once are impossible, in order to more 
deeply explore an issue or topic. In this section, I will be using two main examples: The Book Thief by 
Markus Zusak238 and The Prestige by Christopher Priest.239
The Book Thief is the story of a girl, Liesel, sent to live with foster parents in Germany during 
World War Two. A lot of the story is set in small-town Germany, with people mostly going about 
their daily business, including small-town feuds between neighbours. Due to a promise made to a 
man in World War One who saved his life, her foster father takes in his saviour’s son, a young Jewish 
man, and hides him in the basement for much of the story, before the young man leaves, ends up 
in a concentration camp before being ultimately freed and returning to Liesel, with whom he has 
made friends. Meanwhile Liesel steals various books (hence the title), a symbol of hope and rebellion 
against Hitler’s destruction of both words (there are book-burning ceremonies) and kindness (some of 
the books in her possession are deliberately left out for her to ‘steal’ by a wealthy woman who takes 
a liking to her). 
The Book Thief edges into magical realism by using Death as the narrator, an interesting choice 
mainly because the book itself is otherwise realist in nature and could function perfectly well as a 
narrative without this device, as it does not really affect either the plot or character development (from 
a practical point of view, an omniscient third person narrator able to make references to future events 
could easily be substituted), something that some reviewers commented on:
 
‘Readers are introduced to this Death-as-storyteller concept in a too-long invocation that 
begins “The Book Thief.” This is no Grim Reaper — we have here a kinder, gentler Death, 
who feels sympathy for his victims. As Death himself puts it on Page 1: “I can be amiable. 
Agreeable. Affable. And that’s only the A’s.” Maybe so, but Death is so innocuous that he’s not 
very absorbing. Or affecting. His periodic soliloquies aren’t the most effective moments of the 
novel, and if he took an M.F.A. class, Death would doubtless be criticized for telling instead of 
238  Zusak, The Book Thief 
239  Priest, The Prestige
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showing. Fortunately, this book isn’t about Death; it’s about death, and so much else.’240 
 
Zusak’s descriptions of the inspiration behind the novel, both in the paratext (a fairly extended author’s 
note) and the epitext (various interviews) centre around being told stories by his parents about their 
own childhoods. Zusak grew up in Australia but both his parents were Europeans (his father from 
Vienna, his mother from Munich). 
 
‘I was second generation. My brother, my two sisters and I were always entranced by the 
stories of our parents, who told us of burning cities, crouching in bomb shelters while buildings 
collapsed  and several close brushes with death… they brought a world of stories with them 
from their own countries… It was those stories that inspired The Book Thief.’241 
 
One story in particular mentioned in the author’s note (repeated almost exactly in the book) came from 
his mother, who saw a group of emaciated Jews being marched to Dachau. A young boy ran home and 
brought back some bread for an old man in the group, who kissed the boy’s feet, before being caught 
and whipped by a soldier, who then also whipped the boy.
There is a sometimes overly-childlike quality to The Book Thief: some critics called the film 
version ‘vapid’242 while others suggested various characters were overly saintly.243It reads something 
like a fairytale, albeit of the Brothers Grimm variety. Children feature heavily as main characters, 
there is high risk but an unlikely lack of follow-through (the German foster father gets away with 
consistently and publicly sympathising with Jewish people), the Jewish man they hide is not found 
despite a house search but leaves of his own volition and comes back to complete a relatively happy 
ending, having survived a concentration camp. Characters who seem unkind on the surface turn out to 
have hearts of gold, including Death. Considering its inspiration, however, the style makes sense. This 
is indeed a tale of a traumatic era but filtered through time, space and children’s perception of what 
they are being told: terrifying stories of a war told thousands of miles away and decades later in a safe 
and cosy domestic setting. The ‘play’ of Death as a benevolent narrator, curious about humans and 
240  John Green, ‘Fighting for Their Lives’, The New York Times, (14 May 2006) https://www.
nytimes.com/2006/05/14/books/review/14greenj.html {accessed 21 March 2019]
241  Zusak, The Book Thief p.555
242  Robbie Collin, The Book Thief, film review’ The Telegraph (27 Feb 2014) https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
culture/film/filmreviews/10665621/The-Book-Thief-film-review.html [accessed 21 March 2019]
243  Green, ‘Fighting for Their Lives’
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not actually cruel in himself matches the whole experience of the book and its author’s inspiration: ‘It 
made perfect sense to me; Death is everywhere during wartime, so why not have him tell this story?”244 
Zusak comments. Where the book might have benefitted from a less benevolent version of its narrator, 
adding more of an edge to the somewhat cosy version of events, the choice of this particular approach 
probably unconsciously comes from Zusak’s own first experience of the stories that provided the 
inspiration. He did attempt a more menacing version of Death but struggled before deciding to make 
him more kind-hearted, almost ‘afraid of humans’245and curious about their ways: 
 
‘Aaaahhh, Death is afraid of us and haunted by us, because he is on hand to see all the terrible 
things we do to each other. It makes sense that he is telling the story to prove to himself that 
humans can be beautiful and selfless as well… That in a way was a metaphor for the idea that 
this book is about people doing beautiful things in a really ugly time. And that’s what Death is 
trying to seek out.’246 
 
Magic realism is in fact so much used within Holocaust historical fiction that Jenni Adams has written 
a book on the topic, Magic Realism in Holocaust Literature,247 which cites such examples such as 
a character returning from the dead in A Blessing on the Moon by Joseph Skibell248, luminescent 
couplings in Everything Is Illuminated by Jonathan Foer,249a character hiding inside a mythical golem 
in The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay by Michael Chabon,250Death as the narrator in The 
Book Thief 251as well as many others. Adams makes the point that:
 
‘Magic realism… offers an important strategy in attempts to continue the project of Holocaust 
representation into the post-testimonial era, permitting a form of literary engagement with these 
events that nevertheless acknowledges its ethical and experiential distance from the real.’252 
 
244  Zusak, The Book Thief p.556
245  Zusak, The Book Thief p.556
246  Cindy Hudson, Interview with Markus Zusak, Mother Daughter Bookclub (24 Feb 2010) https://motherdaughterbookclub.
com/2010/02/interview-with-markus-zusak-author-of-the-book-thief-and-i-am-the-messenger/ [accessed 21 March 2019]
247  Jenni Adams, Magic Realism in Holocaust Literature: Troping the Traumatic 
Real, (UK, Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, originally 2011)
248  Joseph Skibell, A Blessing on the Moon (New York, Workman Publishing 1997)
249  Jonathan Foer, Everything is Illuminated (Boston, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 2002)
250  Michael Chabon, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay (New York, Random House, 2000)
251  Zusak, The Book Thief
252  Adams, Magic Realism in Holocaust Literature, p.1
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Authors may also adopt a book format that undercuts or provides a distancing effect (such as that 
identified by Brecht) from the trauma, such as the twin volumes Boxers and Saints by Gene Luen 
Yang,253which focus on the Boxer Rebellion in China between 1899 and 1901 (an anti-foreign, anti-
Christian movement), but do so through the format of comic books. Boxers follows a young Chinese 
man who begins the movement and Saints follows a Chinese girl who is also a Christian, each volume 
showing that the conflict brings tragedy regardless of the ‘side’ being featured and designed to be read 
as a pair.
 
Considering the origins of the ‘playframe’ concept within the field of Education, used by small children 
to safely process their interactions with and knowledge of, the world around them, it is therefore 
interesting that traumatic eras or settings seem to prompt the use of childlike literary forms, such as 
magic realism and fairytale/fable/folklore-style tropes. Possibly this is in order that a text may be 
read at the level at which the reader is ready to engage with the reality contained within it, which 
may change over time and with greater understanding. A good example comes from a book intended 
for young adults, The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, by John Boyne.254 In this story, the child of a Nazi 
officer lives next door to Auschwitz and makes friends with an incarcerated child, not understanding 
the reality of what is happening within the camp until it is too late. Again, critics were divided about 
whether the play worked. For some, it was an innovative approach:
 
‘For the older reader, of course, Bruno’s innocence comes to stand for the wilful refusal of all 
adult Germans to see what was going on under their noses in the first half of the 1940s. For 
the younger reader, perhaps even as young as Bruno himself, the slow revelation of detail - the 
striped-pyjama people are very thin, they aren’t allowed to leave the compound, they used to 
live somewhere else entirely - becomes an education in real time of the horrors of “Out-With”, 
known to the grown-ups as Auschwitz.’255 
 
To others, a well-meant disassociation from the truth: 
 
253  Gene Luen Yang, Boxers and Saints, (New York, First Second Books, 2013)
254  John Boyne, The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas. (Oxford, David Fickling Books, 2006)
255  Kathryn Hughes, Educating Bruno (21 Jan 2006) https://www.theguardian.com/books/2006/
jan/21/featuresreviews.guardianreview18 [accessed 21 March 2019]
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‘The author’s note that follows spells out the lesson that “fences such as the one at the heart of 
‘The Boy in the Striped Pajamas’ still exist; it is unlikely that they will ever fully disappear.” 
As hard as it is to argue with this claim, it is also hard to accept it entirely. One of the things that 
makes the horrors of history so horrible — and so difficult to think or read about — is that they 
can’t really be made equivalent to one another or turned into fables. To mold the Holocaust into 
an allegory, as Boyne does here with perfectly benign intent, is to step away from its reality.’256
 
Just as with the Ventriloquist, then, the Magician can veer both into other (sub) genres and into 
controversy over how their approach is used, perhaps indicating that these two ‘extremes’ of play 
carry with them a risk of the authorial process or intent being called into question. The Magician does 
not adhere to the expectations of the historical fiction genre, being willing to move well away from the 
historical frame in pursuing the logical conclusion of their play.
The Prestige by Christopher Priest is the story of two rival magicians, Borden and Angier, set in 
Victorian London, framed by modern-day descendants reading their respective journals and trying to 
puzzle together their secrets. The central rivalry focuses on a specific magic act, invented by Borden, 
called The Transported Man, where he appears to move from one space to another in an instant. Angier 
is desperate to find out how he has done this, but cannot replicate the trick. In fact Borden has a twin 
brother, enabling the trick to work so long as no-one ever finds out that the brother exists. Angier visits 
(real historical character) electrical expert Nikola Tesla and asks him to create a machine that will 
carry out the trick. Tesla creates a machine that clones Angier while teleporting him, although in order 
to maintain the illusion of his new act, In A Flash, one of the resulting two ‘Angiers’ must be killed 
each night. Priest tends towards a Magician approach in many of his books:
 
‘Using ideas such as immortality (The Affirmation), invisibility (The Glamour), alternative 
history (The Separation) and virtual reality (A Dream of Wessex, The Extremes) Priest’s novels 
explore the limits of his character’s perceptions. The world is never what it seems, and The 
Prestige, the story of two Victorian stage magicians whose careers depend upon fantastical 
deceptions, is perhaps the definitive Priest novel.’257 
 
256  A.O. Scott, Something is Happening, The New York Times, (12 Nov 2006) https://www.
nytimes.com/2006/11/12/books/Scott.t.html [accessed 21 March 2019]
257  Gary Dalkin, ‘Interview with Christopher Priest’, Interzone, Issue 207 (2006)
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The Prestige’s play focuses on secrecy and rivalry taken to extremes: Borden performs the trick by 
living a double life to the detriment of even the two brothers’ personal relationships, Angier is willing 
to both ‘kill’ and ‘die’ again and again to outdo him. The use of Tesla’s machine takes us into the 
realms of sci-fi or fantasy (the book won the World Fantasy Award) and certainly we have already 
seen that the Magician approach does have a tendency to move into subgenres (magical realism, sci-fi, 
alternative histories, etc.) but perhaps this reflects the overriding importance to the author of their 
chosen ‘play’ and their willingness to subvert the usual realism that the historical fiction genre tends 
towards, as Priest made clear when interviewed:
 
‘Anyway in the novel it’s not the illusions that matter: the book is about obsessive secrecy and 
insatiable curiosity... I was never very interested in magical secrets or how tricks are done… 
I’m much more interested in the almost insane levels of secrecy that magicians get up to, and 
the concomitant curiosity that that sort of thing arouses.’258
 
Most critics accepted the machine and focused primarily on the concept lying beneath it:
 
‘Behind all the surface trickery lies an intelligent and thoughtful novel about the nature of 
illusion and secrecy, and about the damage done to those who appoint themselves keepers of 
such dangerous secrets.’259 
 
Priest himself acknowledged that although he had reasons for setting the novel in Victorian London, 
the book deliberately failed to use many of the ‘trappings’ or what Barthes (in his essay ‘The Reality 
Effect’) refer to as effet de réel260common to historical fiction’s scene-setting, re-emphasising that it is 
the ‘play’ that matters rather than an ‘accurate’ historical setting: 
 
‘I wanted to write about ‘pure’ stage magic, in an age when it was popular, exciting, able to 
take advantage of scientific and engineering developments, but not in the present day. TV, 
videos, the internet, etc., are transforming the way magic is performed. So, it had to be the 
258  Dalkin, ‘Interview with Christopher Priest’
259  Alex Clark, ‘Now You See It’, The Observer, (19 Nov 2006) https://www.theguardian.
com/books/2006/nov/19/fiction.features2 [accessed 21 March 2019]
260  Barthes, Roland, The Rustle of Language (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1986)
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Victorian era. Incidentally, I don’t see The Prestige as a period piece. I was consciously trying 
to write the story as if it was happening in the present day. So I tended to play down the horses 
and carriages, the more formal language, the frock coats… Borden and Angier were just living 
their lives. They didn’t know it was a ‘period’’.261
 
In the film version, The Prestige deliberately fools the audience: the existence of Borden’s brother is 
kept as a secret until the end, creating a ‘trick’ twist that leaves the audience rethinking everything they 
have seen. But although the reader of the novel may need to piece together some information, Priest is 
adamant that the ‘trick’ is obvious from the start: 
 
‘In the novel the central mystery about Borden is not concealed from the reader. Most readers 
of the book work things out for themselves once it becomes apparent that there is a mystery’. 262
 
Even Angier’s ‘secret’ of Tesla’s machine is clearly explained to the reader. The Magician does not 
necessarily keep secrets from their readers: their process involves allowing themselves freedoms 
other authors would not, setting aside concerns about realism in order to focus on their play of ideas. 
Therefore Borden’s almost impossible choice of lifestyle and Angiers’s impossible machine do not 
need to be accounted for: Priest can simply use them to achieve the ‘prestige’, the magical effect that 
he wishes to portray. 
 
In my previous novel, The Fragrant Concubine (set when Niuhuru and Castiglione are in their sixties), 
the narrative centres around the popular Chinese legend of the ‘fragrant concubine’, otherwise known 
as Consort Rong. The peritext of the novel sets out the confusions surrounding her story and makes it 
plain from the start that the novel is very much a ‘work of possibility’:
 
‘There are many versions of the legend of the Fragrant Concubine.
 
It is true that in 1760 the Chinese Emperor Qianlong conquered Turkestan. A Muslim woman 
from that region was sent to the Forbidden City as his concubine and named Rong Fei. It seems 
261  Dalkin, ‘Interview with Christopher Priest’
262  Christopher Priest, ‘The Prestige (film)’, on author website, https://christopher-priest.
co.uk/books/the-prestige/the-prestige-film [accessed 21 March 2019]
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she was something of a favourite, being promoted twice and given many gifts.
 
Over time, other stories have grown up around her.
 
In China they say that her body emitted an irresistible natural fragrance and that the Emperor 
was besotted with her. She was homesick, but he gave her many gifts, including a bazaar, a 
mosque and a cook from her homeland named Nurmat. At last she fell in love with the Emperor 
and they lived happily ever after.
 
But in her homeland they say that the woman was named Iparhan and born to a family of 
rebels. Brought to court by force, she kept daggers hidden in her sleeves to protect her honour. 
Finally she took her own life rather than submit to the Emperor’s desire for her.
 
I found myself wondering which woman was the real Fragrant Concubine. Which ending was 
true: the sad one or the happy one?
 
This novel is about what might have happened.’
 
My impulse to play by introducing the idea that there were in fact two women is an obvious ‘trick’: 
the reader is already aware before the narrative even begins that there was one historical woman. 
The historical riddle lies in exploring how two such different accounts about the same person exist 
simultaneously, which I am answering with a ‘what might have happened’ by introducing a second 
woman. This was in part inspired by Professor Millward’s academic article, ‘An Uyghur Muslim in 
Qianlong’s Court: the Meanings of the Fragrant Concubine,’263which attempts to answer the same 
question. Millward proposes that the differing legends came about because China and Xinjiang 
(originally Turkestan and home to the Uyghur population, now an unwilling Chinese territory) used 
the same historical character for two very different political purposes. The Chinese version of her story 
emphasises her eventual falling in love and being happy to be the Emperor of China’s bride (territory) 
while the Uyghur version has her being unwilling to the extent that she would rather die than be united 
263  James Millward, ‘A Uyghur Muslim in Qianlong’s Court: The Meaning of the Fragrant 
Concubine’, The Journal of Asian Studies, vol.52 no.2 (May 1994) pp. 427-458
290
with the Emperor. Because the original inspiration for the novel came from the fact that there were two 
such differing versions of the same legend, followed by reading Professor Millward’s academic article, 
which suggested that the reason for this was because two different cultures were each ‘claiming’ the 
legend for their own and using it to make a political point, I deliberately chose to play with his idea. 
I used two women rather than one, found a way to include all possible elements of the legend (even 
those that seemed absurd, such as rubbing camel butter on a girl to make her ‘fragrance’ delightful) 
and began and ended the novel with a storyteller who frames their stories with ‘All legends are true, 
whether they happened or not. For in them we find ourselves,’ mirroring Millward’s idea that both 
versions could be seen as ‘true’ because they reflected political truths for the cultures telling them. 
In recent Chinese literary output, from the 1980s onwards, we find what Kinkley refers to as 
‘new historical novels,’264 works which are set in an unspecified past (often only vaguely linked to a 
specific era) but which allow the authors, in a country that does not allow full artistic freedom, to offer 
a dystopian look at the world around them by using the past as a setting rather than, as would be more 
common in the West, the future. Authors such as Su Tong (My Life as an Emperor, 1992) and Mo Yan 
(Red Sorghum, 1986)’s works use poorly defined ‘historical’ settings to show a dystopian society filled 
with casual violence, offering a grim vision of the future to come. Given the ongoing political issues 
in China regarding the Uyghur people (many of whom are currently being interred in camps designed 
to ‘re-educate’ them), one could see a link between my approach to The Fragrant Concubine and 
these ‘new historical novels’. Unfortunately, a more in-depth analysis of the traditions and approaches 
to historical fiction in Chinese literature would be difficult to manage here due to lack of space, but 
certainly these works indicate the potential for authors of historical fiction to use the genre to play with 
the present as well as the past. 
 
In a long radio interview with Whitehead about The Underground Railroad, the otherwise complimentary 
radio host can’t help themselves commenting on the ‘many liberties Colson takes with the past’265 
(my emphasis) rather than actually acknowledging that Colson has found a new way of approaching 
the reality of the underground railway by playing with the concept of a real train which takes his 
main characters on a journey through different states of America, each of which has a very different 
approach to slavery (as outlined earlier), some of which certainly disturb our standard expectations of 
264  Jeffrey C. Kinkley, Visions of Dystopia in China’s New Historical Novels (New York, Columbia University Press, 2015)
265  Gross, ‘Colson Whitehead’s “Underground Railroad” is A Literal Train to Freedom’ 
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depictions of slavery, such as the large-scale plantation with hundreds of cotton-picking slaves and the 
big house where the white family live somewhere in the South, etc. Other reviewers understood the 
playful attempt better, commenting that:
 
‘Whitehead’s boldest stroke is to make the historical underground railroad – the name given to 
a network of safe houses and routes created by anti-slavery activists – a literal secret railway 
line. Each state the track runs through is a quasi-mythical construction representing one way 
the US has approached race relations: the slaving state, the separatist state, the superficially 
integrated state. So as well as a gripping adventure story… this is also a novel of ideas.’266 
 
The real train took over from the initial idea of a time-traveling slave, but its purpose remains the 
same: to allow Whitehead the freedom to show not just one form of slavery and racial abuse, but 
many: the train is the magic trick that enables his mosaic to take shape: 
 
‘…once I made the choice to make a literal underground railroad, you know, it freed me up to 
play with time a bit more. And so, in general, you know, the technology, culture and speech 
is from the year 1850. That was sort of my mental cutoff for technology and slang. But it 
allowed me to bring in things that didn’t happen in 1850 – skyscrapers, aspects of the eugenics 
movement, forced sterilisation and the Tuskegee syphilis experiment.’267 
 
Perhaps Magicians benefit less from working directly with historians while they write. As we have 
seen, their ‘play’ is so strongly developed that it quite deliberately overrides any objections relating to 
accuracy or indeed realism. Instead, historians might look to the work of Magicians to see how history 
can be communicated in ways that are obviously inaccurate but may lead readers to explore the ‘true’ 
history for themselves. In these cases, it might be worth considering how to provide the ‘true’ history 
in a way that the reader might engage with after their initial engagement through the book. In the case 
of The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, for example, the author and the historians of that era might consider 
using the paratext of the novel to guide young readers to further, accurate but age-appropriate reading 
266  Sameer Rahim, ‘Colson Whitehead’s new slavery novel contains misery—but is crisply unsentimental about 
plantation life’, Prospect, (15 Aug 2017) https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/colson-whiteheads-new-
slavery-novel-contains-misery-but-is-crisply-unsentimental-about-plantation-life [accessed 21 March 2019]
267  Gross, ‘Colson Whitehead’s “Underground Railroad” is A Literal Train to Freedom’ 
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or websites to continue their understanding. 
The novels chosen for the Magician section demonstrate how certain texts that are supposedly 
classed as historical fiction may in fact stray into other genres where the author has prioritised pursuing 
a particular concept over staying close to historical accuracy. While one could claim, for instance, 
that my novel The Fragrant Concubine is simply a Mosaic Maker novel because it tries to answer 
a historical question, the fact that within two chapters it has already obviously flouted the historical 
record (as laid out in the peritext) by suggesting that there were two women instead of the historically 
accurate one, identifies it strongly as a Magician novel. 
Before concluding this chapter, it is also worth noting that, where it might be tempted to view the 
facts-fiction continuum in historical fiction as linear, works set in a traumatic era often make use of 
both the Ventriloquist approach as well as the Magician’s magic realism and this perhaps returns to 
the anxiety of authenticity being more extreme for authors engaged with such eras and who therefore 
seek to either adhere (sometimes too) closely to the facts or to liberate themselves from such anxiety 
by leaving realism behind. 
 
I have, in this chapter, used examples from Whitehead’s novel in each section in order to make the point 
that the three categories of authors I have proposed do not necessarily exclude one another. An author 
may well use more than one of these approaches in creating a single narrative, as can be seen within 
The Underground Railroad. I have also reflected on my own authorial choices in examining where I 
have used each approach myself in my writing process. In the next chapter, I will focus exclusively 
on my own experience of writing, moving from my own initial authorial anxiety of authenticity to a 
more playful approach.
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5: Playing in the Garden of Perfect Brightness
As a writer of historical fiction, I clearly recognise ‘anxiety of authenticity’ but was also excited to find 
the notion of ‘playframe’, transpose it to historical fiction and explore ways in which other authors 
had used it in their own work. This section looks at these concepts in the context of writing my own 
historical novel, The Garden of Perfect Brightness. It also refers in parts to previous works in the same 
series, The Fragrant Concubine and The Consorts.
My own anxiety of authenticity showed up on a number of occasions while writing this series. 
From the beginning of my writing I was determined that the everyday life/setting had to be accurate – 
what and how people ate, dressed, their surroundings, etc. My own view was that if the settings were 
inaccurate, there seemed little point writing about that specific era. My anxiety showed up (and still 
does) in securing the support of ‘real’ historians who were willing to answer questions and kindly go 
as far as reading whole manuscripts in order to assuage my fear that I would make some unpardonable 
historical error. Thus I ended up working with the world expert on the legend of the fragrant concubine 
(as well as the Qing era more generally), Professor Millward, author of ‘An Uyghur Muslim at 
Qianlong’s Court: the meanings of the Fragrant Concubine.’268 He was followed by the world expert 
on Giuseppe Castiglione, Dr Musillo, author of The Shining Inheritance (Castiglione’s Chinese name 
was Lang Shining).269 Interestingly, doing this ended up making me feel a great deal more confident, 
since I quickly found out that my research was of good quality and that I was rarely picked up for 
anything except very minor and possibly subjective errors.
Because of my desire to have accurate historical settings, I was deeply uncomfortable at having 
written two books set in the Forbidden City without ever having visited China. This was worsened for 
me by all the readers I spoke to assuming that I had been to China. In actual fact when I did visit the 
Forbidden City as a field trip in the first year of my PhD the location was almost an anticlimax because 
I had ‘been’ there so much though other mediums (floor plans, photos, CGI reconstructions and virtual 
tours, films, documentaries and more). There were no surprises or sense of awe, instead it felt overly 
familiar, much as though I had been invited to ooh and aah over my own house. Whilst this did lessen 
268  Millward, ‘A Uyghur Muslim in Qianlong’s Court’
269  Marco Musillo, The Shining Inheritance: Italian painters at the Qing Court, 1699-1812 (Los Angeles, Getty Publications, 2016)
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my anxiety for the future to some degree as regards exact locations, I did note that my reactions to 
locations were actually more useful than the precise details of how they looked. For example, when 
I visited the Yuan Ming Yuan (the Garden of Perfect Brightness), now a national park, I was irritated 
beyond measure at the number of tourists milling everywhere as well as piped music emanating from 
fake rocks. I found a subsequent visit at 6am a much more peaceful and happy experience, something 
which I turned on its head for my character Niuhuru’s experience in The Garden of Perfect Brightness, 
when she enjoys a peaceful life in the Yuan Ming Yuan to begin with and is then horrified by her son’s 
transformation of it into an almost-artificial pleasure garden, replete with fake markets and singers 
following them around everywhere. My own small son, who worried me by teetering on the edges 
of lakes and balancing on rocks, focused me on the likely behaviour of the future Emperor Qianlong, 
who spent his childhood in the Yuan Ming Yuan and gave me a sense of how he might have viewed 
the estate as a giant playground as a child and then turned it into an more grown-up version of a 
playground as an adult. 
My third area of anxiety concentrated around real characters. I wanted historians to agree with my 
broad representation of them and to that end spent a lot of time reading about and incorporating minor 
details of their lives, such as the Emperor Qianlong singing a humorous song as part of celebrations 
(‘The Emperor in Search of Honest Officials’270) in The Fragrant Concubine to build up an idea of 
their personalities. This was of course made difficult by the fact that very little is written about the 
women surrounding each emperor, the focus of most of my stories.  With these, I had to make my 
peace with the fact that much of their personalities had to come from my own imagination, coupled 
with tantalising glimpses of events with little known explanation. Such is the case of Step-Empress Ula 
Nara, who seemed not to be an especial favourite (judging by her lack of children compared to other 
women in the court) until the original Empress Fuca died. She was then promoted with reluctance by 
Qianlong and only at the behest of his mother, who forcefully backed Ula Nara against other possible 
candidates. Qianlong only gave her the title of Step-Empress, refusing to give her the full title (this 
was an odd choice, not used by any previous emperors for second empresses that I was aware of). Ula 
Nara then had three children in four years, implying that she had had no problems with fertility and 
that Qianlong saw it as more of a duty to her new status than a choice to summon her as a companion. 
Finally, Ula Nara ‘went mad’, cutting off her hair (a serious breach of etiquette implying either the 
270  Evelyn S. Rawski, The Last Emperors: A Social History of Qing Imperial 
Institutions (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1998) p.265
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Emperor or his mother were dead) and was banished from court until her death a year later. There was 
no explanation for what happened, only a rumour that she was jealous of other women. From this I 
created an unhappy woman who was chosen for the imperial marriage despite already being in love 
with someone else: the Imperial Daughters Draft required all marriageable women between the ages of 
thirteen and sixteen to be presented so that the Emperor and his family could have first choice, which 
meant some women must have given up love interests. I then had her grow increasingly jealous and 
bitter at being first chosen and then passed over, until she managed to achieve the position of Empress 
and then discovered that even this role did not protect her from the Emperor having other favourites. 
 
Given my anxiety of authenticity, then, how did I learn to ‘play’?
Perhaps the first step was in being obliged to create personalities, as outlined above, from minute 
scraps of information. 
In The Fragrant Concubine, I was faced with a real historical character around whom multiple 
legends had grown up. In the end I decided to fully embrace them, by including even minor parts of 
all the legends and finding ways in which they could all be true (Margaret Atwood did this with Alias 
Grace, another story surrounded by rumours and legends: ‘When in doubt, I have tried to choose the 
most likely possibility, while accommodating all possibilities wherever feasible.’271). In a neo historical 
nod that Hutcheon would recognise, I had the book framed by a marketplace storyteller who begins 
and ends all his stories with the phrase: ‘All legends are true, even the ones that never happened. 
For in them we find ourselves.’272 In part, having been a child who loved reading mythology from 
around the ancient world, I agreed with the sentiment. I also felt that it was a nod towards Professor 
Millward’s theory on why the legends differed, positing that this was due to two very different cultures 
and countries trying to use the same person as part of their national identity narrative. 
My second ‘play’ came in The Consorts,273where I deliberately wanted to show different paths that 
concubines might have taken in order to cope with their strange lives. While Ula Nara succumbed 
to the jealousy which is almost a cliché in such settings and another important character Lady Ling 
appeared to be a favourite who tried (successfully) to get a son onto the throne, I took two minor 
concubines, Qing and Ying, and created a lesbian love story. There were stories of concubines having 
affairs with one another, although as usual I was left with little information on the two I had chosen. 
271  Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace, (London, Virago, 2002 ed., originally published 1996) p.542
272  Melissa Addey, The Fragrant Concubine, (London, Letterpress Publishing, 2015) p.14 and p.405
273  Melissa Addey, The Consorts, (London, Letterpress Publishing, 2017)
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They did seem to have some sort of link however, twice being promoted at the same time for no 
apparent reason (no child, no link to the emperor’s own coronation), having no children of their own 
(implying not very favourite) but each being given a child to raise by Lady Ling, who was most 
definitely a favourite. Raising two siblings, they made me think of a little family unit and I wanted to 
show an alternative choice for a concubine: to create a different love story away from the Emperor and 
the squabbles of the court. 
Within The Garden of Perfect Brightness my main ‘play’ element is the romance between 
Castiglione and Niuhuru. This romance never happened according to historical records and yet I chose 
to incorporate the idea. One simple explanation is that this is, after all, a work of fiction and that I like 
having an element of romantic emotion in the fiction that I write. A historian would probably recoil in 
horror at such an admission, but it is a truth and worth acknowledging. However, what really made me 
‘see’ a romance between the two was a combination of both ‘fragments’274 and gaps in the historical 
records which, using Mantel’s ‘novelist’s arithmetic’275 added up to something I found intriguing. 
These included:
 
• Castiglione was already an established painter when he was recruited by the Jesuits, who 
insisted that he become a Jesuit so that they could hold him to a promise not to return from 
China during the course of his life (this was because the Kangxi Emperor found it annoying 
to have painters come and go from his court). This is a more recent finding about Castiglione, 
following a more in depth investigation of his life by Dr Marco Musillo.276 So he was not 
naturally drawn to the priesthood, which implies a different sort of person than one might 
otherwise picture from him being a Jesuit. Why would a painter agree to go to China and not 
ever return? One assumes due to a certain level of ambition: to be a court painter to an emperor 
was no small thing. 
• Having agreed to become a Jesuit, however, he then took his vows extremely late: normally 
these should have been taken within two years but in the end it was closer to 15 years – and 
there is no explanation for this on record. For me, it strengthened the original point that he was 
not a Jesuit by choice but rather because it was imposed on him as a condition of becoming 
274  Anthony Jackson, personal conversation, 2017
275  Mantel, ‘The Novelist’s Arithmetic’ p.12
276  Marco Musillo, Bridging Europe and China: The Professional Life of Giuseppe 
Castiglione (1688-1766) (PhD, University of East Anglia, 2006)
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court painter. The vows relate primarily to chastity, poverty and obedience. Given that he 
would have been well clothed, fed and housed by the Jesuits, the vow relating to poverty seems 
fairly irrelevant. The obedience vow, which was why they wanted him to become Jesuit: so 
that he would have to be obedient to their wish for him to stay in China, seemed also not to 
be an issue – he was, after all, continuing to stay in China seemingly without being obliged 
to, having not taken his vows. Which leaves chastity and the possibility that he was struggling 
with this aspect of the vows required of him.  
• Castiglione finally took his vows just as Yong became the Emperor Yongzheng as though that 
was somehow the catalyst: this might have been to ensure he could stay as one of the Jesuits in 
case the new reign brought changes (although at this point they were being heavily persecuted 
so it was a slightly odd moment to make a commitment to them) but for my purposes was used 
as a moment when he felt the romance was even more impossible than it might otherwise have 
been were Yong only a minor prince. 
• Castiglione and Niuhuru were a similar age and both spent a lot of time in the Yuan Ming 
Yuan: she because it was her home and he for his painting duties. They would have known each 
other for over forty years. Manchu women, unlike their Han Chinese counterparts, were not as 
restricted on where they could go and whom they could see.
• Hongli (later Qianlong) knew Castiglione from when he was a small child because of the Yuan 
Ming Yuan and is described as behaving in a ‘filial’ way towards him277 (this is not a lightly-
taken obligation in China). Given his father was dead when he became Emperor this essentially 
leaves Castiglione as his father and Niuhuru as his mother, which leaves us with a traditionally 
implied relationship between the two parenting roles.
• Qianlong initially suggested Castiglione be made a Mandarin of the Third Rank. When 
Castiglione refused the honour it is on record that Niuhuru insisted that he accept the title, 
again suggesting a positive relationship between them. 
• The description of Castiglione after his death is odd278, in that it combines saying he was both 
extremely religious, wearing hair shirts and self-flagellated to atone for his self-perceived sins 
(which the Jesuits seem surprised by and suggested he didn’t have any to atone for – instead 
saying he was a very holy and good man) alongside saying that he wasn’t interested in trying 
277  Marco Musillo, ‘Reconciling Two Careers: The Jesuit Memoir of Giuseppe Castiglione Lay 
Brother and Qing Imperial Painter’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 42 (2008), pp.54
278  Musillo, ‘Reconciling Two Careers: The Jesuit Memoir of Giuseppe Castiglione’ 
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to convince the various Emperors he served to convert (which most of the other Jesuits were 
attempting to do), thus implying that actually he was more of a painter than a priest and not 
that religiously inclined.
 
This combination of gaps and fragments left me with the possibility of using what Mantel refers to as 
‘novelist’s arithmetic’ to create a romance between Niuhuru and Castiglione. 
In a more symbolic sense, I was also intrigued that Castiglione followed in the footsteps of various 
previous painters sent to China who had failed to create a bridge between their own style of art and 
Chinese form. This might not have been an issue were European art acceptable to the locals, but it 
is on record that Castiglione was told in no uncertain terms that his use of chiaroscuro (quite heavy 
shading to create a three-dimensional effect) was actively disliked, appearing as it did to create ‘dirt’ 
on the faces of the sitters, considered inauspicious. His use of perspective was also relatively unknown 
and certainly unused. Yet within his lifetime, Castiglione succeeded not only in having his use of 
perspective taken up but also his (amended to a more subtle use of colours) use of chiaroscuro and 
of using his oils on their silk canvases (while taking on their local symbolism) found desirable to the 
point of him undertaking the official coronation portraits of Yongzheng and Qianlong and his style 
becoming the norm ongoing. In so doing, he was effectively the only painter who had found a way to 
create a relationship between his own art style and the Chinese style, leaving a legacy of a new and 
critically acclaimed form. This spoke to me of someone being open to creating a new relationship and 
of a ‘falling in love’ with China. For me, his (historically accurate) artistic openness to creating a new 
relationship is symbolised by the fictional romantic relationship with Niuhuru.
However, trying to balance the accurate with the ‘play’ resulted in various changes and choices 
along the way. My first synopsis had the relationship between Giuseppe Castiglione and Niuhuru 
fully consummated about halfway through the novel.  I would then be forced to rely on the trope of 
‘forbidden love’ throughout the rest of the story. But this made me uncomfortable for two reasons. One, 
because I was using a fictional romance within a historically accurate setting (anxiety of authenticity) 
and two, because I had read bestselling historical novel The Thornbirds by Colleen McCullough279 
in which a woman and a priest fall in love. I found that the tension and interest of the story dropped 
off considerably after the romance was consummated and that the story became progressively more 
279  Colleen McCullough, The Thorn Birds, (London, Virago Press, 2007, originally 1977)
299
melodramatic as the repercussions of the event rippled outwards. This was further confirmed for me 
while watching ITV’s Victoria mini-series on television280, in which the unspoken and inappropriate 
romantic interest between Queen Victoria and Lord Melbourne held far more dramatic tension than 
the subsequent romance between Victoria and her future husband Albert. Eventually I altered the 
storyline. 
At this point the romance became both unconsummated and  ‘hidden’ – almost so that if you had 
been there you might or might not have seen it, depending on your level of insightfulness (such as the 
scene where Yan sees Niuhuru’s reaction to Giuseppe’s scent, realises that she has fallen in love with 
him and says to her ‘you should have told me’). It also allowed me to build on one of the initial sparks 
for the story, which was the legend of there being nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine and 
a half rooms in the Forbidden City, leading to the ‘hidden’ nature of the half room as I envisioned it. 
I had almost completed the first draft of the novel when one of the kind of ‘magical’ coincidences 
that I have previously experienced when writing fiction about the past happened. In The Garden of 
Perfect Brightness, I was aware that the romance between Giuseppe and Niuhuru was wholly fictional 
and occasionally worried that I might be criticised for the deliberate inaccuracy. In following up on a 
minor piece of research, however, I found a new article,281 written about Laura Biondecci, a hitherto 
forgotten female Jesuit painter, who served alongside Giuseppe Castiglione in China. As a woman she 
had not been entered into the official court records, but her diary was found in the Southern Church 
of Beijing and the article reported that not only had she worked side by side with Giuseppe (he being 
a mentor to her) and that some artwork might have been wrongly attributed to Giuseppe when it was 
in fact Laura’s, but that her personal life was a factual mirror to my fictional romantic plot. Laura fell 
in love with a Chinese woman (Madame Guo), who, it appeared, reciprocated her feelings, despite 
being married. Finding such a precious piece of new research that so closely matched my own plot was 
irresistible: I included Laura in the new draft of the novel, weaving her story in as a secondary subplot 
to Giuseppe’s. This subplot allowed Giuseppe someone with whom he could share his feelings and 
showed how an ‘impossible’ relationship could be made possible.   
As the text progressed, I found that an unplanned constellation of linked themes began to emerge. 
Perhaps because of a growing awareness of the balancing act I was trying to maintain of introducing 
280  Daisy Goodwin (creator), Victoria, ITV (2016-ongoing in 2019)
281  Elizabeth Scheuerman, ‘“Our Sister Painter”: Laura Biondecci (1699-1752) in Qing China’, Visualizing 
Traditional China HIST142: Traditional China, Fall 2016 University of Rochester, USA http://zhang.
digitalscholar.rochester.edu/china/once-upon-a-time/laura_biondecci [accessed 21 March 2019]
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an invented romance that needed to stay ‘hidden’ to stave off my anxiety of authenticity, or perhaps as 
my own neo-historical nod to the difficulties of historical fiction, a series of interlinked ideas began to 
show up on the page. These comprised:
Hidden or invisible elements: the romantic feelings of the two key protagonists; the ‘maze’ plan 
created by bits of string where walls should have been and which Niuhuru walks; the final concealed 
room; Laura as an actual person and her relationship with Guo was only very recently ‘discovered’ 
(her diaries having been hidden for centuries); and by contrast the ever-increasing visibility of 
Giuseppe as a favourite of the emperor and Niuhuru’s rising status, this visibility adding to the need 
for invisibility and making the potential romance ever more impossible, which leads on to the second 
of the interlinking themes, that of
Seeming impossibilities: the relationship between Laura and Guo as well as the one between 
Giuseppe and Niuhuru. Yan and Kun’s relationship developments, such as the use of sex toys and the 
adoption of a child to overcome Kun being a eunuch essentially required some imagination on their 
part, which led into the elements of: 
Imagination and illusions: the trompe-l’œil painting effect used by Giuseppe throughout the book; 
the over-development of the Yuan Ming Yuan into something more approaching a Disneyland282 than 
any kind of reality; Giuseppe’s description of his dreams featuring Niuhuru, which he actually defends 
as not being a product of his imagination but of an overwhelming desire which he has no control over 
and which he acknowledges is impossible to act on. It’s also worth adding to this the overall popular 
illusion of Giuseppe Castiglione as a Jesuit painter (implying he had a calling to the religious role as 
well as some skill in painting) as opposed to the historical reality of him being a painter who became a 
Jesuit (which changes quite significantly one’s perception of why he took up the religious role: in my 
narrative, more out of ambition than any particular religious feeling). 
… and finally Memory: Castiglione’s use of a memory palace (which takes the form of the Yuan 
Ming Yuan) as part of his narrative; the Yuan Ming Yuan changing to such an extent that only a 
few people remember how it used to be; the contrast between Niuhuru’s present-tense narrative and 
Giuseppe’s looking back at the past. Historically, these echo Matteo Ricci (a significant historical 
Jesuit) and his own use of a memory palace283 as well as multiple works written on the Yuan Ming 
282  Ringmar, Erik, ‘Imperial Vertigo and the Themed Experience: Yuanmingyuan and 
Disneyland Compared’, Human Geographies, 7 (2013), pp. 5-19
283  Jonathan D. Spence, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci, (New York, Viking Penguin, 1983)
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Yuan acting as a repository for memories in China’s historical record.284 
I was not initially aware of all of these elements combining and developing to quite such a degree. 
Certainly I always saw Yan and Kun’s ‘impossible’ relationship as a mirror to Giuseppe and Niuhuru’s: 
that somehow Yan and Kun managed to create a working and happy romantic relationship from an 
unlikely start, whereas Giuseppe and Niuhuru, partly because of their greater visibility, could not 
find ways to be together.  The addition of Laura and Guo’s relationship followed a similar theme but 
played out in Giuseppe’s Jesuit world, thus giving him a person to talk to who understood his position. 
Laura’s own story was, in a way, a stamp of unexpected historical ‘authenticity’ for me. Having wholly 
invented a romance between a Jesuit painter and a Chinese woman, which I was well aware could be 
justifiably criticised as both inaccurate and unlikely, I then had the surprise of finding a historically 
accurate record of a Jesuit painter’s romance with a Chinese woman, and not just any painter, but one 
whose mentor was Giuseppe Castiglione. 
The use of the past tense combined with the idea of a memory palace in Giuseppe’s narrative was 
a stylistic choice to enable me to leap several awkward time gaps in the historic record, in particular 
getting Qianlong from being a baby to the point where his grandfather the Kangxi Emperor met him 
and took a liking to him, thus changing the possible course of destiny for Niuhuru. 
The final concealed room was always going to be in the text, this was based on one of the beloved-
by-writers fragments I came across in researching the Forbidden City for my first novel, namely the 
mythology that it has 9,999 and a half rooms, so as not to rival the 10,000 rooms of Heaven. The half 
aspect always intrigued me, because after all what is a ‘half’ room? In my mind, it became a concealed 
room, something not quite there or somehow not fully visible. 
What developed along the way included Giuseppe’s use of trompe-l’œil. I had, in a first round of 
research, read about him being very able in this technique and that it had amazed the local Chinese 
people, as well as later on being used in Qianlong’s theatre. Initially I had in mind that the concealed 
room would simply contain a vista of the Yuan Ming Yuan, not actually using this effect, until I 
recalled his skill in this area and decided to use it in the concealed room. I therefore changed what was 
initially a canvas in the opening scene of the novel to a similar piece of work, to foreshadow both the 
284  These include:
• Geremie Barme, The garden of perfect brightness: a life in ruins, 57th George Ernest 
Morrison lecture in ethnology, (Canberra, Australian National University 1996)
• Norman Kutcher, China’s Palace of Memory, The Wilson Quarterly Vol. 27, No. 1 Winter (2003), pp. 30-39
• Haiyan Lee, The Ruins of Yuanmingyuan: Or, How to Enjoy a National Wound in Places 
of Memory in Modern China, ed. Matten, Marc Andre (Leiden, Brill, 2011)
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importance of the technique and the Yuan Ming Yuan as a garden. When we first see Giuseppe, he is 
painting the Garden of Eden, perhaps his own culture’s equivalent to a ‘garden of perfect brightness.’ 
This idea was suggested by Professor Marion Wynne-Davies during my confirmation and I felt that 
it was a lovely bookending of images. I repeated the foreshadowing again at Giuseppe’s lowest ebb, 
when he is asked to decorate the Emperor’s theatre space and paints a rather desultory and ‘by numbers’ 
garden illusion scene, as a contrast with what he eventually paints for Niuhuru. Only quite late in the 
day (when the first draft was almost complete) did I come across an additional reference to Giuseppe’s 
use of the technique within the Yuan Ming Yuan itself, when he used giant canvases framed across a 
series of walls to give the illusion of a European village stretching out beyond the Western Palaces. 
This gave me yet another opportunity to use the effect within the text, on this occasion to illustrate the 
increasingly illusory nature of the Yuan Ming Yuan as it developed. 
The maze in the Yuan Ming Yuan had already featured as a key romantic setting in my first novel, 
The Fragrant Concubine. Because it is the only fully reconstructed building within the Western Palaces 
I found visiting it very evocative as I could actually move around inside it rather than see just a few 
scattered remains. I initially had in mind an encounter between Giuseppe and Niuhuru within its walls, 
to continue its sense of a romantic setting within the series. When I came to write the scene however, 
the timing of the narrative had Giuseppe still working on what was effectively a building site, planning 
out the maze rather than it being fully built and therefore the ‘maze’ which Niuhuru walks through 
towards him ended up being part-invisible, made up only of stakes in the ground linked with string. It 
only occurred to me afterwards that this example was joining a growing theme. 
These elements seemed to intensify in the finale of the novel, where Giuseppe and Niuhuru, 
unseen to one another, stand either side of a concealed room, their hands on the door. They are about 
to individually make the decision of whether or not to open up the door, both to the room and one 
another, without explicitly knowing the other person’s intentions. This short scene involves not only 
the trompe-l’œil of the Yuan Ming Yuan, which is an illusory version of a (by this point in the narrative) 
a highly illusory place (its original spirit now only a memory), it also requires imagination to ‘see’ the 
painting as a real place. The painting itself is hidden within an invisible room and the two narrators 
are invisible to one another. Giuseppe Castiglione is now concealed inside the Forbidden City at night, 
which is forbidden to any man except the Emperor on pain of death. Finally, the actual consummation 
(and even the decision for there to be a consummation at all) of the romance is left unwritten: after all, 
either or both characters could simply walk away or leave the door unopened. 
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One could argue that this non-writing choice gives me the ‘get out clause’ of not having written a 
romance at all, thus saving me from anxiety of authenticity altogether: after all the reader is effectively 
left on their own to either disown or complete such an ‘inauthentic’ leap of faith. Equally, you can shift 
the blame for this inaccuracy straight back to me as the author for knowingly relying on the impetus of 
the romantic narrative which I have set up throughout the book and which I know the reader is going 
to complete. 
This constellation of themes, some pre-planned, some written without realisation of their links and 
others deliberately enhanced once I saw the potential for them within the narrative, developed in part 
as a response to the continuing theoretical debate I was engaged with as to what was accurate (true) 
and what was fiction (illusion). Once I had identified the theme, somewhere part-way through the first 
draft, I began to find ways to deliberately enhance it (such as the repeated use of the trompe-l’œil), as 
I found it quite a pleasing idea to work with within my fictional world (a person walking an invisible 
maze has a certain dramatic elegance). I also felt that it strengthened the link between the creative and 
critical components of my work.
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6: Games as yet Unplayed
Here I briefly set out some ideas around ‘games as yet unplayed’ – that is, uses of the notion of 
playframe which I have not been able to pursue but which might prove worthy of further research. 
With a limited word count I have chosen to focus, in this thesis, on the authorial process and use of 
the playframe, although I was well aware that in so doing I was leaving out the role of the reader. So 
how would a reader ‘play’ with a text? There is a general consensus within reader-response theory that 
readers bring their own experiences, expectations and desires to a text and that as a result each reader 
will have a different experience with the same text. So it would be illuminating to ask why we read 
one genre in preference to another: what game is it that we particularly wish to engage with? Using 
the origins of ‘playframe’ in the field of Education, we could surmise that one reason for choosing a 
particular genre is to do what children do: they play to safely experience situations, fears and desires. 
We could begin with stories for children, which have a long tradition of offering children the 
‘props’285 to create their playframes. These stories are often both designed and received as opportunities 
to safely explore the dangers and desires of the world around us, from the warnings of ‘stranger 
danger’ inherent in Little Red Riding Hood to ‘being careful what you wish for’ in The Little Mermaid 
and many other tales. More recent examples are ‘choose your own adventure’ books for quite young 
children, such as Where the Bugaboo Lives,286allowing children to navigate through a fantasy world 
building up their skill and bravery at getting out of difficult and frightening situations before they meet 
the Bugaboo. 
Another genre that might lend itself to some interesting research around the relationship between 
the reader and their playframe is crime and thrillers. This genre sells about 21 million books per year 
in the UK alone and a 2010 study by Sisters in Crime indicated that the substantial majority of this 
genre’s readers (68%) were women,287 yet these books most commonly feature a woman as the main 
victim (and often there are multiple female victims). In 2018 the Staunch prize was launched, which 
will be “awarded to the author of a novel in the thriller genre in which no woman is beaten, stalked, 
285  Bretherton, ‘Pretense: The Form and Function of make-Believe Play’
286  Sean Taylor and Neal Layton, Where the Bugaboo Lives (London, Walker Books, 2015)
287  Rebecca Whitney, ‘Are Women Hardwired to Love Thrillers?’ The Telegraph (28 Feb 2015) https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
women/womens-life/11440540/Thrillers-and-crime-novels-Are-women-hardwired-to-love-them.html [accessed 22 Jan 2019]
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sexually exploited, raped or murdered.”288 So why would women wish to read about women being in 
danger or harmed? Is this, like fairytales for children, the classic use of the playframe as we understand 
it from the field of Education: a way for women to safely experience their fears and be reassured that 
everything turns out alright in the end? Perhaps.
I leave these ideas as possible inspiration for future studies: whether my own or those of others.
288  The Staunch Book Prize: http://staunchbookprize.com [accessed on 9 March 2019]
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7: Ending the game: Reception of the novel and 
thesis
The first ‘public’ reception of any of my novels usually comes from the beta readers I use (a few 
people who are able to give me initial feedback indicating what readers might think of the novel and 
point out, for example, confusing plot elements) and they do not generally get to see a manuscript 
until I have written at least two drafts: an initial draft and then a revised draft. It was a new experience 
for me to have my supervisor read the novel as I wrote it (I wrote and handed in about 4,000 words a 
month for the first two years of the PhD). It did help to have queries from my supervisor about things 
like the balance between the two characters and input into the ‘craft’ element of my work, for example 
how to gracefully skip forwards in time by using two characters who could each pick up their chapters 
at different points and using two different tenses.
The first beta reader who saw the full first draft commented that it was ‘very sad’ which was not 
how I had thought of the book, but also that Niuhuru’s side was more developed than Giuseppe’s, and 
that in particular the Jesuits and Giuseppe’s life with them was not much fleshed out and therefore not 
as good at drawing the reader in. This was something I was aware of and so returned to source material 
on the Jesuits and enhanced Giuseppe’s life away from Niuhuru, which balanced out both the other 
part of his life (away from her) and the actual physical volume of his chapters versus hers.
The peritext for the novel was also more extensive than for most other novels I have published: in 
part the fact that there were three generations of emperors covered and that the Yuan Ming Yuan itself 
was almost a character resulted in a longer ‘Author’s Notes’ section to cover historical information 
on key people and the Garden. It also resulted in a beta reader requesting a list of characters. The 
complexity and unusual layout of the Garden led me to commission a map to show its structure and 
key locations mentioned, so that the reader could ground themselves. Finally, I wanted to include 
the definition of a Memory Palace since Giuseppe’s chapters all end with a reference to this and I 
wanted Jean-Denis Attiret’s description of the Yuan Ming Yuan to emphasise its historical accuracy 
and importance as well as the fact that hardly any outsiders ever saw it. These were all in addition to 
my usual peritextual elements: a dedication, a guide to correct pronunciation, biography, list of other 
books, offers of a free book, etc.
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I chose to publish the novel before the viva because it was coming close to completion and I regard 
myself as a working author: to have a book ready to publish and hold it back is a not a commercially 
sensible thing to do when it could be earning money. I therefore decided to view the text as having 
two ‘lives’: one as part of a PhD creative thesis, one as part of my working output. I have two series 
currently being completed: one is set in 18th century China, one in 11th century Morocco. The only 
paid-for Chinese novel so far outsells the Moroccan ones three times over and I was nervous that the 
Garden would not live up to my sales expectations, but in fact it began quite quickly to keep pace 
with The Fragrant Concubine, which led me to conclude that past advice from literary agents had been 
accurate: China is a more ‘sellable’ location than Morocco. When looking at the market for historical 
fiction, the large number of books set in China (and even more specifically featuring concubines 
or empresses of China) indicates a larger pool of interested readers than the far smaller number of 
historical fiction novels set in Morocco.
 
The cover was chosen to fit in with the norms of the genre as well as my own branding of the Forbidden 
City series. I also deliberately ‘played up’ the dramatic trope of Giuseppe being a priest caught in a 
romantic struggle by choosing a man holding his hands in a praying position for the front cover, even 
though this was historically ‘inaccurate’ because of my position being that he was not actually that 
religious. 
 
The Historical Novel Society accepted the book for review and it also received very positive reviews 
on two historical fiction review blogging sites: Discovering Diamonds and Reads Write Reviews (the 
historical fiction author Annie Whitehead). 
 
‘The author has created an irresistible storyline with sumptuous character and setting details. 
Giuseppe and Niuhuru alternate points of view, with intriguing distinctions made between 
Giuseppe’s native culture and Niuhuru’s. The book’s titular garden is beautiful and absorbing… 
Basing her novel on real people, Addey provides alluring insights into the power struggles 
plaguing one imperial family. A poignant yet sweet love story with an immersive setting and 
sympathetic characters. Recommended.’ 
(Historical Novel Society)
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‘Melissa Addey has a way with words. She uses them to describe worlds which are unfamiliar 
and she paints a vivid picture. There is no waste with her writing; every word is carefully chosen 
and placed to assist with the world-building, without ever getting in the way or disturbing the 
narrative flow. Every time I had to leave the book, even for a short while, I was desperate to 
get back to it.’ 
(Discovering Diamonds)
 
‘Melissa uses words to paint images and her writing is sublime.’ 
(Reads Writes Reviews)
 
The first reviews on Amazon and Goodreads confirmed that readers were enjoying the novel and in 
particular several of them, pleasingly, seemed to acknowledge the historical research and detail that 
had gone into them. It was also noticeable, however, that although the Author’s Note very clearly states 
that the romance is entirely fictional, there was no negative comment whatsoever on the ‘playframe’ I 
had added, if anything there were positive comments on the romantic element of the novel:
 
‘I enjoyed this book as a break from routine. We travel back centuries and span cultures as a 
Renaissance artist becomes a Jesuit priest in order to be sent to the Court of China. A young 
woman is early chosen to wed a minor prince, and goes to live in his country home, a manor 
called the Garden of Perfect Brightness. Yet royal turmoil and rivalry reach the door, and 
the European painter follows. Well worth a read and I look forward to more books from this 
scholarly author.’ (Top 1000 reviewer on Amazon)
 
‘The Jesuit painter attracted me initially, but Niuhuru’s voice has an endearing intimacy that 
made her immediately sympathetic. Both main characters are based on real people, and thanks 
to this novel I have discovered Castiglione’s stunning paintings. Melissa Addey not only picks 
intriguing subjects, she’s a superb writer.’
 
‘I can’t imagine all the work she has gone through to research various time periods to present 
her novels so convincingly to her readers.’
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‘An exquisite tale of the many ways love can be manifested. Set in the Qing Dynasty, the story 
tells the tale of Niuhuru and her life intertwined with that of Giuseppe Castiglione, a Milanese 
painter. Bittersweet but lovely. Highly recommended.’
 
‘The love scenes are touching and full of – mainly – unspoken passion. The scenes between 
the two are beautifully written, and there are moments of real poignancy. By the time Niuhuru 
becomes really high-status they have become adept at sending messages through conversation 
with others, and when they receive and understand those cryptic messages the moment of 
understanding is sweet and tenderly portrayed.’
 
Returning to Kidd’s original description of playframe:
 
‘Our respondents evidenced a willingness to suspend their disbelief and engage playfully with 
the ‘past’ on offer; the museum as a ‘playframe’ becomes apparent.’289 
 
This willingness to playfully engage with the past can be seen in readers accepting the fictional 
romance and commenting favourably on the way it is portrayed, accepting the role it plays in showing, 
for example, how difficult personal communication becomes in a highly formal setting.
 
I found it telling, looking over the final published novel, that some of my standard peritextual 
formulations had changed as a result of the theoretical ‘journey’ I had been on in writing this academic 
element of the thesis. Following my thoughts around the Ventriloquist I included in my Author’s Note 
something a lot closer to academic references in describing sources for verbatim quotations from letters 
from Jean-Denis Attiret and the Kangxi Emperor’s response to a Papal Bull. Secondly, I and most 
other authors of historical fiction who thank various experts and historians in the acknowledgements 
page generally follow this up with ‘all errors are of course mine’ or words to that effect, the implication 
being that the writer is exonerating the expert from any bumbling mistakes the author has subsequently 
made after calling on their expertise. All my books include something similar and it was only after I 
289  Kidd, ‘Performing the knowing archive,’ pp.22-35
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completed the Thanks page for the Garden that I realised I had changed my formula to: ‘both errors 
and deliberate fictional choices are mine alone.’ The ‘deliberate fictional choices’, I felt, summed up 
this thesis: that authors should own their fictional choices as part of their authorial voice and vision, 
not humbly apologise for them or expect to be condemned for them.
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Conclusion
I hope that in proposing the idea of historical fiction as a playframe it becomes clear that, whatever the 
approach used by the author, whether they are a Ventriloquist, a Mosaic-Maker, a Magician or indeed 
a combination of all three, what is of interest in their work is not only its historical accuracy, but the 
ideas behind the fictional aspects of the narrative. That the fictional element in this hybrid genre is not 
down to a woeful ignorance of the ‘true’ facts, nor a poor attempt at guessing what might have been 
left out of the historical record. It is instead at the very heart of the author’s process and their individual 
authorial voice. It shows their imagination at work and their vision of the past, which differs from one 
author to another. 
In a recent article Jerome de Groot considers whether there is a need for a new kind of historiography, 
one that is aware of and draws attention to or makes visible its own weaknesses and practices. He 
wonders whether (despite weaknesses of its own) historical fiction (in various formats):
 
‘…might provide the model for thinking about how public history could address some of the 
issues… Popular historical texts stage within them a discussion not only of the content but the 
form of history’ and continues: ‘Ato Quayson asked for “a history that deliberately makes visible, 
within the very structure of its narrative forms, its own repressive strategies and practices.” 
My contention is that much – all? – historical fiction undertakes this at a fundamental level… 
Fiction opens up a space that might be shared and contested simultaneously, it is inherently 
experimental, expansive and welcoming.’290
 
Returning to the origins of playframe in theatre work, there is a reason why one actor after another 
can return to the same part and make it their own; why we will willingly read more than one account 
of the same era, the same events, even the same character’s life, as exemplified by the numerous 
fictional versions of Anne Boleyn’s life. When we move beyond ‘the most obvious questions of factual 
accuracy’291 as Harlan puts it, we open ourselves up to asking more interesting questions: why a 
290  Jerome de Groot, ‘Changing the Game: Public History and the Space of Fiction,’ 
International Public History, Vol 1 Issue 1 (June 2018)
291  Harlan, ‘Historical Fiction and the Future of Academic History’
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metaphorical ‘underground train’ has become a real one, whether a woman’s reaction to an unwelcome 
kiss could have changed the path of history, why we need elements of the fairytale when confronting 
our most traumatic moments. That very element of fiction, too often and too easily dismissed as 
secondary in importance to historical accuracy, is in fact likely to be what the author has chosen as 
their viewpoint into the past, or what Margaronis calls ‘the little door into the big space,’292 ‘a place 
of genuine radical possibility and transformative power.’293As such, these ‘works of possibility’294 are 
worthy of our attention and our curiosity. De Groot makes the point that:
 
‘The past is strange… and it is somehow better and more profound to engage with it through 
aesthetic complication… than to try to write “accurately”.’295
 
De Groot’s point mirrors Brecht’s notion of distancing ourselves from a performance: by being 
obviously inaccurate about the past, we are forced to question what we are reading, forced to think 
differently about the past and the narratives around it. Returning to The Garden of Perfect Brightness, 
one could see the inaccurate fictional romance as mirroring Castiglione’s relationship with China 
and his struggles with creating an artistic embodiment of that relationship, and his efforts to find a 
way to bring two heritages together into one artistic whole. This would be my answer if I were asked 
the inevitable ‘is it true?’ question about the novel. So perhaps we should begin to ask an additional 
question of authors of historical fiction, something along the lines of, ‘What fictional elements did you 
add to your historical setting and why was it important to your narrative?’ Perhaps such a question, 
unlike ‘Is it true?,’ would provoke a response offering us a deeper insight into the author’s playful 
engagement with the frame of the past.
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